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Cover by Sebagtiano Buonamico.

The pictures. Onthefront cover: Beirut, August
(photo by Marco Parolin); on the back cover, Pa
Cheo, Vietnam (photo by Antonio Maconi). We
thank the authorsfor alowing usto publish them.

This review exigts through the voices it gives
expression to, in their variety. All contributions
arewelcome. Please writeto Her e-notesfrom
thepresent, viaBastia 11, 20139 Milano, Italy,
phone-fax 0039-02-57406574, email: massmo
parizzi@alice.it.

“Here-notes from the present” is written so that
it can beread ‘asanove’: from the beginning to
the end in sequence. Thisisan invitation and an
exhortation tothereader: many diary pagesmake
little sense if not read immediately after the pre-
vious ones and before those that follow.

95



Diary: May to
August 2006

Kyiv, May 2

One of thefirst wonderful, sunny daysthis spring.
A day off, too, and magnolias are blooming in the
‘old’ Botanica Garden.

Karkur, Israel, May 2

In just under one hour’ s time, the state of |sragl
will cometo astandstill for two minutes, and the
only sound we will hear will be the melancholy
wail of asren, reminding usthat today we mourn.
We mourn for our fallen soldiers, and we mourn
for thosekilled in terror attacks. |sragli television
programming is dedicated to the falen, with a
continuous run of personal stories of those who
have died and thosethey |eft behind. Songsonthe
radio are sad and beautiful, songs of loveand loss,
of young lives cut short before their time. One
can't help but be swept up in thiswave of national
mourning, especidly given that nearly everyone
knows someone who has been killed, or someone
who knows someoneg, etc. It isalossthat istan-
gible and current, and the wounds are very much
open, far from heded.
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Here

notes from the present

Veronica Khokhlova

Liza Rosenberg

May 1. Hundreds of
thousands of immigrants
marched in dozens of
American cities. Most
of the demonstrators’
irewasdirected at a
bill passed by the House
that would increase
security at the border
while making it a felony
for anillegal immigrant
to bein the country or
to aid one.



Following Holocaust Remembrance Day, | got
into a brief dscussion with another blogger, as
we wondered whether our native-born counter-
parts felt as emotional upon hearing the siren as
we did, as immigrants who had chosen to make
Israel our home. Sadly, we came to the conclu-
sion (following conversations with the native Is-
raglisin our lives) that we, as people who had not
grown up with the siren, were more moved
emotionaly. Now that we' ve reached Memoria

Day for Falen Soldiers and Victims of Terror, |

wonder if today’s Siren is felt differently, if our
young | sraelis are more moved by the symbolism
of an event that touches them personaly, as op-
posad to the dren of Holocaus Remembrance Day,
which marks an event that for many Israglisisa
historical event.

One of the most interesting facets of this day,

though, is the switch. The switch that we will

make this evening, as Isradl transitions straight
from deep sadness into pure, unadulterated joy.
Within moments, Memorial Day turns into In-
dependence Day, and the celebrationsfor Isradl’ s
58" year as an established state begin. Fireworks,
festivities and happy pandemonium take over

the country from north to south, as each city and
town tries to outdo not only its own previous
celebrations, but aso those taking place in other
towns. Singing and dancing, free concertsandper-
formances, children and teenagers happily running
through the streets with their friends... Only in
our land of extremes could such a trangition of
emotions be possible. And yet, | can't help but
wonder about the families of the fallen. Do they
make the trangtion as well? How is it possible
to be mourning the loss of a child, a parent, a
spouse, asibling in one moment, and celebrating
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our independence the next?| can’t evenimagine
being able to do such athing. | question whether
it is wise to mark these events so close together,
whether the mourning on one day makesthe next
day even more unbearable, asyou are once again
left alone with your pain while everyone around
you has moved on. When we mark the event of
our first son’ s passing, whether or not we actively
mark the day, | am careful never to schedule a
joyful event on that day or the next, whether it
be dinner out with friends, a concert or show. |
don't doit. I can’'t. All thisfor a child who was
with us for less than seven months. How do
these parentsdoit, after losing achild who' sbeen
with them for so much longer? How do they make
the switch? Strong people they must be.

In any event, we will be quietly celebrating this
evening, barbecuing on our porch with He (my
blogging partner) and family, watching the fire-
workswith our children as our dog cowersin the
shower, shaking uncontrollably as he waits for it
al to be over, astradition dictates (which will in-
evitably be followed by weeks where he will re-
fuse to go out after dark for his evening walk,
afraid that thefireworks and other loud noiseswill
catch him unprepared out in the open). Tomorrow,
if al goes according to plan, while every other
Israeli will be outside searching for afew blades
of grasson which to start their barbecue(l’ veseen
people barbecue here on trafficidands), | will be
comfortably ensconced on my couch, watching
Isradli films from the 60s and 70s and running
around the house after the little one, who has no
need for such traditions, despitethefact thethésa
first-generation native-born Isradli. Whatever hap-
pens, yihyeh tov (it will be good).
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Kyiv, May 10

Holidays are over, Mishah's gone back to Mos-
cow, the weather’s horrible (rain, wind, +7° C),
and Marta seems to be sick, since last week ac-
tualy... Shehasalittle bit of adry cough at night
and her breath soundslike light snoring every now
and then. Shedid havelow-gradefever afew days
ago, just once: 37.5° C (99.5° F), but she doesn’'t
have arunny nose—nor isit stuffy. Before these
symptoms appeared, she was making this funny
sound al the time: it sounded like rrrrrrrerrrrerere
but was actually made at the back of her throat,
perhaps due to the excess diva It was a fun sound
to meke ad to ligen to, but $es nat daing it any-
more. Apart from the cough and coarse breeath, she
seems to be totally fine, and thisis why I’'m not
cdling thedoctor. Well, I'm not caling the doctor
because the doctor’ sahysterica bitchand | don’t
want to buy half a drugstore of antibiotics just
because shetellsmeto. That’ swhat happened to
afriend of minerecently. I’ ve been given another
doctor’s phone number and I’'m planning to cdll
her today/tomorrow—but | redly hope it'll dl
pass by itself... | am worried sick.

Cape Canaveral, Florida, May 14

[...] Wa-Mart is shopping for organic produce
and the newspapers are aive with the debate over
thisforay. Some organic food producers are ec-
dtatic—their market would increase dramaticaly;
others are leery—adumbing-down of the organic
label isat hand. Of course, the ever-present threet
of being co-opted. The enemy of dl enemiesis
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Veronica Khokhlova

May 9. Rupert Murdoch
has agreed to give a
fund-raiser this summer
for Senator Hillary
Rodham Clinton, the
latest Sign of cooperation
between the conservative
media mogul and the
Democratic lawmaker
who has often been a
prime target of his

newspaper and
television outlets.

Marc Ellis

May 11. In Nigeria,
armed men kidnap three
foreign employees of ail
companies. Ninety-nine
per cent of all the oil
extracted in the country
is controlled by foreign
companies, and 130 of



now taking on board the innovation of the Left,
bending its idedlogy to the use of the nodemn. What
to do when your ideas, S0 assaulted and maligned,
are then adopted by the very ones who sought to
bury you? Should you be elated over thevictory or
cynica about the adoptee?

Hard-fought struggles and the price paid; then
victory, but not to the extent that you wanted and
certainly not in the form you proposed. No ele-
vation of sdlf for the‘victory’ inthe struggle. Just
the opposite; the ones who struggle are more or
less forgotten or, worse, honored in a way that
supports the ones who fought you.

Martin Luther King, Jr.—the African-American
leader who was nated in Memphis, or the
white Martin of nationa holiday fame?

The Judaic—of the Bible, a narrative that trav-
ersed the desert and gave birth to the prophets, or
the Congtantinian variety with the plush syna-
gogues and the local Jewish Federation leader
who spends her time charging anyone who speeks
truth to power with antisemitism?

The Christian—of the Gospels, aseriesof narra-
tives outlining the life of a Jewish prophet who
was handed over by the Jewish leadership for
death because he practiced as and was aradical
Jew, or the pious Jesus, white and Christian, who
is venerated by those who would judge their en-
emy rather themsalvesand who do violenceinthe
name of the Jew who refused violence?

The choice everywhere, at all times. Empire or
community. The dredtion towards empire or com+
munity—choosing the direction of community
within empire or empire within community. The
two are dways presart; we choose the path we will
follow. Imperfect. Thereis no perfect community
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their employees have
been kidnapped sincethe
beginning of the year.
Nigeria’'soil reserves
have been estimated at
34.5 billion barrels, but
over half of the 130
million Nigeriansliveon
lessthan 1 dollar a day.



or empire and no choice that is pure. Within emr-
pire, community can be pursued but not perfected.
Empiretaints that pursuit. Probably agood thing;
pure community would be an empire too.

S0, organic within Wak-Mart. Community move-
ment within empire. The choice then is whether
community isfurthered by stocking the shelves of
WaMat, o whether community will be absorbed
and countered through its very inclusion there. It
may be a combination—somehow furthering both
community and empire. The struggletaken to an
other levd.

Or it could be that those who areinto organic for
community purposes rather than profit motives
should taketheir produce el sewhere. Or just move
on to another aspect of community building.
Those who seek community aretravelersaways,
even when apparently settled. Likethe covenant,
now conveniently located in your loca syna-
gogue viening hours poded, paiodc reedings dso
announced. After the readings, coffee served. Or
the Eucharist, also on display; Sundays, 10-12am.
No appointment needed.

Isthe covenant and Eucharist there at the posted
times? Or arethey traveling elsewhere, the outer
shell retained while the essence remains outside
their designated residence?

Like shellson the beach. A being lived there, yes-
terday or long ago, but not now. [...]

The aides of Wa-Mart and contemporary re-
ligion. Different?

Suggestions for Wa-Mart's continuing expan-
sion: have places of worship within their stores.
Churches—denominationd or just aunity church?
Synagogues—I think generic here, ecumenical,
with little expectation that many will show up.
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Not to forget mosgues—otherwise an outcry that
they are bang Idt out of the Ameaican dream. Alo
aKabbalah center; suggested endorser: Madonna.

Probably not New Age—Wal-Mart istoo staid

for that, though after organic produce, the flood

gates may open.

Also on the to-do list for Wa-Mart: announce-

ments of religious services need to be made pe-

riodicaly asthey dointheairport. Make surewor-
ship spacesare kept clean at dl times. Noloitering
and eating of foods—induding organic produce—
in the pews or on the prayer rugs. Also no pick-

eting of rival religious groups. No rdigious lit-

erature to be handed out.

Not sure: specia security force for worshipplaces
or just a greeter that is specially trained?

No poor alowed, like churches, synagogues and
mosgues outside of Wal-Mart. Or, if poor, they

must be neat and clean. Again, no loitering: must
be strictly enforced.

Decordtions kegp it Smple American flag for eech
space. Also specia needs: Isradli flag for syna-

gogue. No other nationa or movement flags al-

loved. Recorded ndtiond anthem shoud be mede
avallable—American only. Not in Spanish.

If approved, banking windows need to be kept at
least 50 feet from worship spaces. Otherwise, the
story about the money changers and the Temple
might come up. The next thing you know one of

our customers will be reading from Isaiah. The
entire thing can unravel. [...]

As the worshipers exit from worship, have the
security/greeter wish them a good day. Beware
of specid holidayslike Christmas and Hanukkah.

Problem: Mudim holidaysare difficult to remem-
ber and pronounce. Skip them. Just smile.
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Cape Canaveral, Florida, May 15

[...] Wal-Mart worship. Mockery to be sure. But
isWal-Mart worship different thanthe ‘red’ thing
in churches and synagogues across the nation?
Wal-Mart worship as more authentic, or more
embodied, more to the point and representative,
idolatry here naked. Or—al so—apossblerefuge,
aplace of silence and gathering whose churches
are not opulent and respected. Wal-Mart worship
asthe uncultured, redneck church of our day? For
those who live on the underside of the American
dream? Reversal: those who can’'t reach the
American dream materially shop at the store that
representsthe fulfillment of the American dream.
Shouldn’t they and it be blessed? Still, Wa-Mart
worship has no vison beyond itsdf. Again more
honest. The churches announce a vision beyond
themselves that they do not want to reach and
don’t want anyone within their sight to reach for.
The vison is in the prophets, somehow applied
to others or banished to another date and time, or
aready achieved so nothing needs to be done.
Sacrilegeisthe doing of what has been done, for
us by Jesus. Or has been spoken by the prophets
never to be spoken again. [...]

Kyiv, May 19

Our backyard. A couple of daysago. A drunk fell
off the bench. Very theatrical. I’ ve been planning
to write apiece called Planet Besarabka since
2002—but | got bogged down hopelesdy in the
first few paragraphs. Maybethetitle’ swrong: the
immengty of it dl, isit realy possible to squeeze
everything into one piece? From my balcony, at
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night, | used to watch really interesting scenes
down at the playground—Ilike atheater spectator.
And | would never dlow Marta to live in that
room facing the playground: it'd teach her to
curse before she learned how to talk.

Milan, Italy, May 21

Today someone sitting behind me on the bus
started tapping rhythmically on thewhedl box. A
perfect, endless tapping: aconcert. And he went
on likethat, obsessively. The othersdid not seem
to be annoyed, but | found it almost unbearable.
Just asin other circumstances, when someoneon
thebus—a ' nutcase’, asthey say—dartsgpesking
inaloud voice, or speechifying, or talking filth, or
plying people around them with questions and
provocations. He was aso crooning and whistling;
it seemed asif he couldn’'t help it. He was good,
he may have been amusician; or he may just have
been about to explode, merely about to explode.
Someone turned round to look, but just for asec-
ond. A bit of uneasiness, or fear. | was seething.
In similar circumstances, | usualy get off before
my stop. Today | couldn’t; | just couldn’t wait to
get home. At acertain point | wasrelieved to feel
he stood up behind me; and saw hisface. A young
men, pahgos South Amaican, pahgps thirty. With
abold stare. Before getting off, heturned round to
look at the people he was leaving behind on the
bus. Hiswasadefiant |ook. No, perhapshewasn't
‘a nucaE. Sill, 1 wodd willingy have gt off the
bus not to hear him any longer... And just great
weariness had kept me from doing that. What a
drangething! Running away. Whet from, &iter dl?
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May 19. More than five
months after elections,
thenewIrag govenmant
heeded by Nuri d-Maliki,

a Shiite belonging to the
Da’awa party, isratified
by the parliament.



From Slovakia. Here
No Tramps

by Giorgio Mascitelli

notes from the present

To my friends

Foreword

| returned to where | had been exactly one year
before, to the Slovak village of Stiavnické Bane,

and | founditin every singleway as| had left it;

in keeping with thisfact, | also encountered once
again those friendsthat | had met last year at the
bus stop: three authentic faces, though undenia-
bly marked, their rough hands clasping bottles of

dsguding plak, or bea. | don't think it was vocka
or borovicka because it was six am. and there's
alimit to everything. Thisyear | didn’t greet them
on encountering them again, because we didn’t
even talk to each other last year, since we don't
really spesk that much of each other’ slingos, and
what’ s more one year ago they were engaged in
alively discussion, so they often had to wet their
dry throats as they waited for the bus, while |

chatted to my wife; but | was so pleased to find
them al dlive that | didn't doubt even for one
moment that they shared my joy.

By way of a foreword
After Beckett, after Erofeev, after Bukowski (for
thelittle' uns) you can't even sit down and guzzle

your vino in pesce ad quid, forgeting your seoret
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caes when, befare you know it, some bright goark
pops up to give it symbolic meaning. But we are
no tramps: we haveahomeor at least aspot tolie
on, weliveon socia security, just the same asthe
gypsies, but they also get income support asthey
have alot of kids. And that’s why Beckett made
tramps, and not gypsies, wait eternally. Anyway
weare neither trampsnor gypsies, evenif inactua
fact we rethe onesthat brought up the story of the
gypsies. Anyway here, besides not being tramps,
we are the only oneswho are not waiting for any-
thing; indeed we're hoping the bus will get here
quick to ferry away you know who. We may well
be asocia phenomenon.

Introduction

Perhaps last year there were four of them, but |
don’t think so, or maybe one of the three was
someone e se, but | recognised the other two faces.
This time it was around midday when we saw
exch ather and they were mare paendive, they gooke
less but the botles were dill pessng hands Above
al the guy with the skull-cap had an expression
that was in its own way intelligent, and he was
also not that young. | was really pleased to see
him alive. | felt the need to talk to them, | felt an
obscure sense of brotherhood, | felt the need to
immortdise them in a story (immortalise them—
humility is not my forte), but then | realised that
none of thiswas necessary. Asfor these obscure
brothers, | truly hope not to end up like them, and
thereis nothing in common between them and me,
save our mother earth, but that you have even with
a manager from Toronto, just to quote a figure
that is particularly despicable according to the
vauesof holy drinkers. Even the story, or at most
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the subject, was aready present, because just
today | read in Sme, the leading Sovak daily (I
read it, but then | had my wife re-trandateit,
because | wasn’t sure that | had really under-
stood), that in Slovakiathere are between fifteen
and twenty thousand bootleg ditilleries compared
to lessthan three hundred legal onesfor apopula-
tion of little over five million; | reckoned that's
roughly about one digtillery every three hundred
and fifty thousand inhabitants, excluding new born
babies, wine cellars, breweries and the Hungari-
ans. Then | realised that it was pointless, | could
only be happy that they were alive, because not
even the revolution would save these people, just
to name an extreme remedy that ought to save
every one. | must add asan asidethat | really be-
lieve in the revolution because you have to be-
lievein something, even if with agel will become
a whining litle indlecud who digpensss gpesthes
that are considered edifying, but it is one of the
many destinies that the living have to face. Any-
way, no meter how much you bdieve in the reo-
luion, not even that can save these guys. The
socid scourge of acohol will only be wiped out
by the revolution, when the scourge of life has
been wiped ouit.

Prelude

Probably we are a social phenomenon, infact we
certainly are. A shortage of socia services, lack of
prospects of dignified work, absence of commu-
nity or classmord vaues. There senough herefor
anews story or even anovel; that way at least
thewriter useshistimewell and does’'t bresk the
balls of those swigging their wine. But asocially
committed novel would not be such a bad thing,
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not that avant-garde stuff ala Beckett or Erofeev
which doesn't interest anyone, but those stories
that journdists like. If the story, be it real or fic-
titious, of three acoholics from a smal Sovak
village were to come out in another country, we
reckon that Sme would organise an encounter
between the author and his victims, that way
we' d be given something elseto down, other than
the usua klastorné, and we' d have fun watching
the faces of the mayor and those from the shop
in Stiavnické Bane. Otherwise, it would be better
if amanager from Toronto left us some coins as
hewent by, though we aren’t tramps and we have
socia security, eveniif thisidea has been tackled
in a dmilar way by some guy like Bredt or Satre
In any case the body needs alcohoal, not to men-
tion the soul.

Prolegomenon

In the revolution they wanted to include every-
thing and its exact oppaosite but not everything
fits, that’swhy, for example, if akeen philatelist
were persuaded that the revolution would enable
him to have a more complete collection, and he
then found out that things were not that way, it
would immediately be the fault of the revolution
and not his own. But | say: believe in the revo-
lution even now when it's a joke, because it's
human to bdieve and it’ s better, ashuman beings,
to believe in what is human, not because God
doexn't exig (o be honest who am | to ssy whether
God does or does not exist?), but because being
defeated is part of being human. Even if not
even the revolution can save these guys, even if
there have been lots of deaths. This feeling of
joy that | have in seeing them dill dive is not
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revolutionary, it has nothing to do with it, though
it’ snot something | experiencewhenever | seethat
bastard of a Toronto manager. | want to be able
to livewithout mistaking my personal sympathies
for the universal laws of justice.

Preface

If then people, indeed citizens, who are having
their drop in the morning at a bus stop that’s not
only covered, but with abrick wal to provide
shelter from the elements, are disturbed, not even
for a socidly-committed work of art—although
at theworst even Beckett would do, ’ causeif you
try hard enough you manage to understand some
of it in the end—there’ s something to be said for
thosewho think that literatureispointless. Such an
interesting socia or symbolic phenomenon g
nored in such away asto make even a drunken
crow during the mating season get pissed off,
and it's not as if we had asked to be taken into
consideration. But it’s fate that things should be
this way, that we are not even tramps.

Dear drinking friends, dl this fills my heart with
delight in seeing you 4ill dive and, while not
wanting to be melodramatic, thiswas not perhaps
s0 unlikely to happen, but neither was it to be
taken so much for granted as to be a sure bet.

Baghdad, May 31 R.

It's fascinating to watch the world beyond Iraq May 27. An earthquake
preparefor theWorld Cup. | get picturesby email rocked Java, killing at
of people hanging flagsand banners, in support of 182t 4700 people.

this teem o that ane. Oh we have flags and banners
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too—the hole-ridden black bannersall over Bagh
dad, announcing deaths and wakes. Theflagsare
dl o oe adao, wdly—hak, gem, red, o ye-
low—representing acertain religious party or po-
liicd goup. A fried who owns a shop in Karada
had alittle problem with a certain flag last week.

Karradawas one of the best mercantile areasin
Baghdad prior tothewar. It wasthe areayou went
to when you had alist of unrelated necessities—
like shoes, a potato pedler, pink nail polish and a
dozen blank CDs. Y ou were sure to find every-

thing you needed in under an hour. After thewar,
IRI, Ddawa ad aher rdigous paties indartly
opened up bureaus in the area. Shops that once
displayed colorful clothes, and posters of women
wearing makeup began looking more subdued.

Soon, instead of pictures of the charming women
advertisng Dior perfume, shops began putting

up pictures of Sistani [the ayatollah whoisapoint
of reference for the Shiites], looking half-dive,
shrouded in black. Or pictures of Moqtada a-Saor
[the mullah who is the lesder of the Shiites redicd
wing], grim and dark, and aimost certainly not

amdling like Dior. Thisfriend ownsasmall cos-

metics shop whae he His evaything from lipdick
to heed scaves His goatmeant is located right over
the shop so that when helooks down from the liv-
ing room window, he can seewhoever isstanding
a the shop door. G. inherited the shop from hisfa:
ther, who sold sewing materialsinstead of cosmet
ics. The shop has beenin hisfamily for nearly 20
years. Prior to thewar, hiswifeand sister ranthe
shop, making the most persuasive sdesduointhe
history of cosmetics probably (the proof of this
being a garishly colored neck scarf | bought four
years ago and never took out of the closet since).

p. 17
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York Times” : At least
200,000 and perhaps as
many as 450,000 have
died asadirect result of
the conflict in Darfur,
according to estimates
by international health
and human rights
organizations, though no
oneis sure how many
of the deaths have come
from combat and how
many from the hunger
and disease that have
been caused or worsened
by the war. But these
days, people mostly die
because they cannot get
health care, clean water
or enough food.



After the war, and various threats in the form of
letters and broken windows, G. beganrunningthe
shop persondly and in addition to cosmetics, he
introduced an appropriately dark line of flowing
abbayas [long, loosedoaks] and heedscarves. The
last time | visited G. in his shop was two weeks
ago. Since January, G.’ s shop has been the center
of some football (soccer) activity. His obsession
with footbell hes gatten to the paint where the shop
dosss up two hours ealy <0 that E,, the cousn and
various other friends can gather for PlayStation
FIFA tournaments. These tournaments are basi-
cally agroup of grown men gitting around, me-
neuvering little digital men running around after
adigita ball, screaming encouragement and in-
sultsat each other. If you walk into the shop look-
ing to buy something during those hours, you risk
being thrown aut or smply told to “Just teke i,
take it—whatever itis. Takeit and GO!”. Every
Woald Cuwp yer, G. ad his wife oy helf-jadrgy
quarrel about changing hisonly son’ snameto that
of thefootballer of theyear. (Asasort of compro-
mise, family and friendshave all agreedto call his
14-year-old son ‘Ronadino’ until the games are
over.) G.’s cousin, who has lived in Canada for
nearly 15 years, recently sent G. alarge, colorful
Brazilian flag—perfect for hanging on ashop win-
dow. He told us how he was planning to hang it
right in the center and paint under it in big bold
letters“VIVA BRASILIA!!". E. looked dubious
as G. excitedly described how he' d be changing
the colors of the display—qgreen and yellow to
match the flag.

It was up for nearly two whole days before the
problems began. Thefirgt hint of aproblem came
through G.’s neighbor. He stopped by the shop
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and told G. that a black-turbaned young cleric
had been walking past the shop window, when

the flag attracted his attention. According to the
neighbor Abu Rossul, the young cleric stopped,

gazed at the flag, took note of the shop’s name
and location and went on his way. G. shrugged

it off with the words, “Well maybe he's afan of
Brazil too...”. Abu Rossul wasn't so sure, “He
looked morelikethe'Viva Sadr!” typetome...”.
A day later, G. had avidt a noon. A young black-
clad cleric walked into the shop, and had a brief
look aound. G. tied to interet him in some lovely
headscarves and abbayas, but he was not to be
deterred from his apparent mission. He claimed
to be a ‘representative’ from the Sadr press bu-

reau which was afew streetsaway and he had a
messagefor G.: the people a the above mentioned
bureau were not happy with G.’sdisplay. Where
was his sense of national pride? Where was his
sense of religion? Instead of the face of a hea-
then player, there were pictures of thefirst Sadr,

or better yet, Mogtadal Why did he have aforeign
flag plastered obscendly on his display window?
Should he fedl the need for aflag, there wasthe
Iragi flag to put up. Should he fed the necessity
for agreen flag, like the one in the display, there
was the green flag of Al il Bayt [Family of the
Pophd]... Demooary, dter dl, is dl about having
options. G. wasn't happy at al. Hetold the young
cleric he would find a “solution” and made a
peace offering of someinexpensve men’ sdippers
and some cotton undershirts he sometimes sold.
That evening, he conferred with variousrelatives
and friends and athough nearly everyone advised
him to take down the flag, he inssted it should

remain on display as a matter of principle. His
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wife even offered to turn it into a curtain or bed
sheets for him to enjoy until the games were
over. He was adamant about keeping it up. Two
days later, he found a rather dramatic warning
letter dipped under the large duminum outer door.
In a nutshell, it declared G. and people like him
“heathens’ and demanded he take down the flag
or he would be exposing himself to danger. It
takes quite a bit to shake up a guy like G., but
the same day he had the flag down and the display
was back to normal.

Asit turnsout, Mogtada has afatwa against foot-
ball (soccer). Thisisatrandation of what he says
when someone asks him for afatwa on football
and the World Cup: “Inredlity, my father’ s posi-
tion on thistopic isn't lacking... Not only my fa-
ther but Shariaa so prohibits such activitieswhich
keep the followers too occupied for worshiping,
keep people from remembering [to worship]. Ha-
beebi, the West created thingsthat keep usfrom
completing ourselves (perfection). What did they
meke us do? Run dter abdl, habeebi... What does
that mean? A man, thisbig, tall Mudim—running
after aball?Habeebi, this*god’ asitiscalled...
if you want to run, run for a noble god. Follow
the noble goals which complete you and not the
ones that demean you. Run after agod, put itin
your mind, and everyone follows their own path
to the goal to satisfy God. That is one thing. The
second thing, which is more important, we find
that the West and especidly | srael, habeebi, the
Jews—did you see them playing soccer? Did you
see them playing games like Arabs play? They
let us keep busy with soccer and other thingsand
they've left it. Have you heard thet the Igadi team,
aurse them, gat the Warld Cup? Or even America?
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Only ather gares... They've ket us ocoupied with
them—sngng, ad soooe, ad anoking, duff like
that, satellites used for things which are blasphe-
mouswhilethey occupy themselveswith science
etc. Why, habeebi? Arethey better than us? No,
we're better than them.”

Important note: ISamic Sharia does not prohibit
soccer/football or sports—it's only prohibited
by the version of Shariain Moqtada's dark little
head. | wonder what he thinks of tennis, swim-
ming and yoga... [...]

Football and Here
the ‘dream of
Somethl ﬂg’ notes from the present

1. Football as celebration and pleasure Franco Toscani
Along with so many other friends, acquaintances,
and strangers, wetoasted, danced, howled in joy,
and punched the sky when Italy won the world
footbal championship in Spain (1982). That tor-
rid duly, Itaian cities were literdly invaded by a
flood of people caught up in an irrepressible mood
of celebration. We dl abandoned ourselvesto the
pure pleasure of revelling in a sporting event,
knowing full well that for us and many others,
that'sall it was. Even back then, of course, there
was the uniquely Italian brand of moron, and
despite the happy flourishing of red-white-and-
green, | couldn’t forget the strained ambiguity in
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those flags and the tragic nationalism, fanaticism,
idiocy and stupidity that is constantly lurking be-
hind them, but we had no qualms about celebrat-
ing a garting vidary in a game we adored, thet we
found thrilling, and thet we ourslves played, though
at very modest levels.

Albert Camusmay have been exaggerating when
hewrote that everything he knew about life, he'd
learned from football, but those who argue that
it's idiotic to run around after a bal, and even

more idiotic to get excited about other people
running around after aball, have always seemed
rather superficia to me. Not surprisingly, amost
none of them have ever played football. Leaving
asdethefact that in Italy, it is seen asthe nationa
sport, and the beauty and importance of many

ohe gots ae unfortunaldy underesimeted, foot-
kel is nevertheless one of the richest and most

complete sports from a technical, athletic, and

drategic standpoint, one in which human beings
employ many of their greatest powers and skills.
For ingtance, itiscommon knowledge that an es-
sential dement of the gameisknowing how to put
yoursdlf in the right place on the field and move
surreptitiousy even when not in possession of

the ball, how to choose the best time to make or
parry an attack, how to identify the major threats
or weaknesses in your opponent and act in ac-

cordance. The best matches are lmost alwaysthe
ones that are most evenly balanced and bitterly

contested, with the greatest uncertainty about the
course of the game and its final outcome. The
fascination here derivesfrom an extremely tense
struggle and an unforeseeabl e outcome, played out
not just between the two teams, but between indi-
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vidud ahletes (thnk of Osvddo Soriand's wonder-
ful descriptions of the face-offsbetweenthedriker
and the pair of central defenders). The struggle
is aso with yoursdlf, with your own powers and
limitations, with luck and with fate, with your
opponents for the fina victory, with your team-
mates to ensure the best performance possible.

It does not just involve the use of physical force
and athletic prowess, but intelligence, crestivity,
imagination, wisdom and strategy, generosity,
fairness in recognising the merits and dignity of
the gpponat, ganuine pesson for the game genius
ludi.* Football—which for those who play itisa
source of joy, exhilaration, exhaustion, and suf-
fering—is aso an aesthetic experience, an ex-
perience of beauty (though it is true what Pe-
ter Handke once pointed out about the beauty of
footbdl, thet is, “for lessfortunate souls, football
may be the only encounter with aesthetics’):
grace, coordination, and harmonious movement.
When experienced without fanaticism and idi-
ocy, in an opertrminded and far-sighted spirit, it
isateam game whose fairly smple rules truly
teach people to respect their opponents (whether
stronger or weaker), to coexist with others, to

accept their tasks and responsihilities, to culti-
vate a sense of both restraint and daring, to accept
luck and fate, to toil and suffer, to laugh and re-
joice, in short, to experience the profoundly
double nature of life. Without rules, or without a
certain observance of rdes you canat play, or

you pay bedy ad dopaly, as anyone can tell

you who has some experience, for instance, of

the enormous difference between official games
(with a referee, linesmen, etc.) and neighbour-
hood games among friends and acquaintances.
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The more rulesthere are, and the more they are
observed, the better you play and the more fun
you have. Football is ateam sport in which each
player has an individual role and importance, a
redly rdaed to the rdes and movemans of other
teammates and opponents.

In Critique delaraison dial ectique (1960), usng
his characteristic language, Jean-Paul Sartre per-
fectly captured the balancethat existsin football
between individua performance and group per-
formance, the fact that even the best individuals,
the Maradonas and the Pelés, can excel and win
only within the framework of good team playing:
“Fundion is for evey mamber a rddion to the d
jedive as a totdity to be totalised. In the match,
every common individua will, in the light of the
group’ sobjective, effect apractical synthesis(ori-
entation, schematic determination of possibilities,
of difficulties, etc.) of thefield in its present par-
ticularities (mud, perhaps, or wind, etc.); in this
way, hetriesto make himself generally prepared
for the specific characteristics of the match. But
he will redise this practica synthesis—which,
ultimately, is a kind of mapping, a sort of total-
igng survey—not only for the group and on the
basis of the group’s abjective, but aso on the
basis of his own postion—that isto say, in this
case, of hisfunction. From the moment when the
redl struggle begins, hisindividua actions (though
they require initiative, daring, skill and speed, as
well as discipline) no longer appear meaningful
apart from those of the other members of histeam
(insofar, of course, as each teamis also defined
by the other)—not only in the abstract, in so far
as each function presupposes the organisation of
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dl functions, but also in the very contingency of
the concrete, in so far asaparticular player’ sdip
or clumsiness at a particular point strictly condi-
tions the movemat o another paye (or, of dl the
others) and givesit ateleological meaning which
can be understood by the other players (and...

by the spectators)” .

Describing footba | asa*” beautiful game’ inavery
simulating conversation with footbal player Cris-
tiano Lucardli, which took place as the Itaian

football scanda known asCal ciopoli wasunfold
ing, phlosoppher Sago Gvore mecke the fdloming
observation: “| say thiswith somedifficulty, snce
| dmog don't bdieve it mysdf, but | thirk it is dill
agame and it has a philosophy of itsown. There
aremany different elementsthat gointoit, which
may bethe basisfor its beauty and apped: football

is competition, the struggle between two teams,

but it’ salso the struggle of one player against an-
other; and it's play-acting, fiction, dissmulation.
The player aimsfor his opponent, or pretendsto,
in order to get around him, to elude him. Every-
thing is fidion and prelence This dement of theetre
isafundamentd part of footbal’ sappeal. Thefact
remainsthat in one sense, football isagame—or
something more, a yearning to play, a dream of

playing thet is dreamed by children and aduits Ard
there’ s nothing to ridicule in that: playing—the
yearning, the aspiration, the need to play—is
something fundamental. At risk of philosophising
out of place, why not say something that the great
philosophers of the past, starting with Aristotle,

have taught us? Man isborn playing, heimitates,
he learns, then goes on to do what he doesin life,
but only if he has played as a child. A child that
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doesn’t play is aterribly unhappy child, but that
doesn’'t mean we should play only as children,

because games are something very basic; they

aren’t the imitation of anything else, they aren’t
primarily the symbol of something. Rather, the
oppositeistrue: symbols and metaphors flow out
of games and the pleasure of games like water
from aspring. And s0 this pleasure is something
extremely positive, that must be protected at al

costs. The redlity of games should not be reduc-
tively interpreted as atool society hasinvented to
channe violence and keep it under control. Games
aredso this, of course, but they areatool that, if
used to channel violence, aways regeneratesit.In
any case, this interpretation of games—specifi-
caly, thegame of football, thelast great game, at
lesgt in Europe thet evaryore is pessonde aout—
fals to take into account the playful spirit that is
the response to an irrepressible need”.*

In football, and sports in genera, violence tends
to gain the upper hand when people look for and
construct an Enemy (with a capital E) to make
up for the absence of meaning intheir lives, when
the need for meaning isleft unsatisfied during the
week, when the collapse and failure of idedogies
thelack of plansfor the future and even of places
to socidise (other than discos and stadiums), the
fragmentation of identity, and the ethical vacuum
foster only frustration and despair. So Alessandro
Da Lago is right to observe, with regard to the
“ftudizaio’” of videne s in foobdl dadums
(though in this book from 1990, the scholar may
a times be even too indulgent towards the phe-
nomenon), the “the ritudisic voicss heard on Sk
day send out a certain message about the quality
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of our weekday lives’

2. Football, the society of spectacle, and global-
ization. From football to ‘ neo-football’.

Of course, inagamewherethe deck isrigged, the
joy disgppears ad it oseses to be any fun;, as Marco
Travaglio points out, in the game of chance we
cal footbdl, “if there's no suspense, no one will

play anymore”.® That'show it should be, anyway,
but in human society, especidly in Italy, people
may play even with arigged deck, or the game
with arigged deck may be the only one allowed.
In the trangtion/transformation from football to
‘neo-foothal’, from futbol to foothiz, this game
has been gradually distorted and corrupted as a
game, and has increasingly become amgjor ele-
mert in the modean soddy of Sresong and oec-
tede thet tums evary thing ad evat into merchan
dise and money; economic and political interests,
and conflicts of interest, have become prevaent.
Guido Liguori and Antonio Smargiasse have
rightly emphasised the decisive role played by

mass media, and televison in particular, in the
transition/transformation that hastaken placefrom
the 1980s up to the beginning of the 21t century:
“Televison plays a leading role in constructing

itsown image of football, which is different from
the one offered on the field. The gap is both aes-
thetic and temporal. Spectators who watch the
game at the stadium and TV viewerswho follow
the same game on the screen have avery differ-
ent view of the?same’ event. [...] thestadiumis
designed for spectators (who at the most can be
in the tens of thousands), wheress television is
designed for TV viewers (who for the most im-
portant matches can reach hundreds of millions).
But TV viewers are just audience share. Com-
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mercia television has the inherent tendency to
dilate—double, triplicate—the duration of the
match with its pre- and post-game shows; and
the need to spread football content out over the
week, making any distinction between gametime
and non-game time anachronistic. For televison,
after dl, football is atool—the most powerful tool
it has, actually—to expand the market for adver-
tisng, putting millions of people (who in the
dad make will become hilliony) in contadt with
the consumer goods being offered” .’ Itispafedtly
ovious moreove, to pant aut the degree to which
the excessive power of Fininvest-owned AC Mi-
lan in the neo-football of the 1990slaid the foun-
dations for Sivio Balusoon’s pditicd sucoess and
the Berlusconism of the following decade. In this
caxe foatbdl wes nat only dhenged into a busness
but was even exploited for ideological purposes,
turned into atool for generating political support.
The current triumph of an exploitative and cal-
culating rationale and the ideological and poaliti-
ca exploitation of football represent the complete
corruption and distortion of the game.

In our opinion, however, one can make these
observations without subscribing to the sterile
arguments of a certain brand of |eftist ideology
(such as the positions adopted by Gerhard Vin-
nai in the 1970s), whereby football is just a de-
ceptive form of “physical compensation” com-
pared to other ludic/erotic activities thought to
be more positive, and merely servesthe capitalist
[abour system, as nothing but ameans of defusing
the revolutionary potential of the masses. All ide-
ologies and moralisms, imprisoned within a re-
ductive viewpoint, prevent one from grasping the
essence and the complexity of phenomena, the
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rich multiplicity of redlity. Claming that football inItalia (manifestolibri,
is only the opium of the people and a tool for Rome, 2003).

taming and manipulating the masses basicaly

means closing the door on any true understand-

ing of the phenomenon, making it impossible to

present concrete proposals and influence its in-

ternal dynamics.

3. A question of mores. The‘ dream of something’
One should emphasize footbal’s charged an
bivalence, which on the one hand does indeed

make it seem the modern opium of the people, a
phenomenon bound up in the mechanisms of the
society of siren-song and spectadeandthesysem
of total commodification; on the other, aswe said
before, it still retains, at least in part, thegenuine
charadteridics of beaty, grace hamony, technical
prowess, athletic creativity, physicd vitality and
genius ludi that will dways makeit fascinating.
Today thereisreally noway for usto escapethis
charged and contradictory ambivaence, soweare
forced to experience it first-hand, with dl the
ramifications it entails for our persond identity

and the form of our torn and divided subjectivity.

We humans are specidized in ruining beautiful

things, and thisis exactly what has been happen-
ing with Cal ciopoli; we should al devote serious
reflection to the events of this scandal in order to
return to a more genuine vision of the sport and
abandon certain anthropological vices—oppor-
tunism, cynicism, servility, dissmulaion (not
always “honest”, as Torquato Accetto called it),

indifference, ‘ making do’ —that arefar too deeply
rooted in the history and customs of the Italian

people. Will we succeed? There sreason to doubt
it, because we have been accumulating too much
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poison, scandd, shame, and falsehood, too much
that isrottenin and out of football, too many tears
and cracksin our palitical and ingtitutiona fabric,
too much pollution, corruption, and incivility in

our civil society.

The perceptive observations made in 1824 by

Giacomo Leopardi in hisDiscourseonthePresent
Sate of Italian Customs, inwhichthegredt Itdian
poet and thinker dwelt with some bitterness onthe
“extinction” or “decay” of belief in ethical prin-
daples in our country, on the “usdessness’ o virtue
and the “definite utility” of vice, are till discon
certingly topical.? Today it is essential to keepin
mind the phrase with which coach Lippi arro-
gantly tried to brush off Zeman's criticism of the
Italian footbal world: “You can't stay inside the
system and criticiseit at the sametime” . Nowwe
know that Zeman wasright, but we are still along
way from ssng even a dnge dgn of sf-aitidam
or genuine contrition from the key figuresin this
system, which will alwaystry to weather out tem-
porary stormsin order toimposeitsown implaca
ble logic, which now basicaly looks at sporting
events as part of a gigantic, globa process of

meanipulation, control, and commodification of

al human activities and things. In this ironclad,
yet insane logic, there is literally nothing left of
the game as such, least of all the pleasure of it;
terms and expressions such as ethics, mores,

civil conscience, respect for rules—now asnec-
essary to life as bread—seem to have fallen out
of use, because al that counts is winning (any
way you can), piling up money, deceiving others,
using cunning, throwing your weight around, in-
creasing profits a all costs, producing and con-
suming all available resources, thinking of human
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beings (all human beings, from players to spec- aza Pedova Cleup, 2004,
tators) as human material (Menschenmaterial) PP- 161-171.
and of the world itself as one huge resource to

be exploited. Thisis the nihilism that blights the

very concept of man and his relationship with

other people, with things, with the world, and

with truth. The nihilism and rigidity of what is
currently the dominant system leave no room for

real, viable alternatives. Thereistherefore some

reason to give up hopethat thereisany possbility

of radical regeneration and anew path. Andmary

have done so, convinced that nothing will change

at all, even after Calciopoli.

In the conversation with Cristiano Lucarelli that

we cited earlier, Givone observes that “football

ceases to be agame as soon as there’ s someone

behind the scenes explaiting it, using it for their

own ends, controlling it, manipulating it, rigging

it. Obviowdy, a game thet's been rigged is no longe
agame”.® It's true: a game that's been rigged

is no longer a game, but we find ourselves, or

risk finding oursalves, in the absurd and horrific

situation of being unable to conceive of any a-
ternativeto rigged games, and of accepting rigged

games asthe only games possible. Theinurement

to all kinds of fraud, the lack of moral scruples,

and the passive resignation to extant evil seemto

have reached such alevel. Perhapswe should go

bedk to leaming from amaewr, youth, and infomd

footbdl (which shouldn’t be idedlised, however,

because even thisform of the sport contains seeds

of the decay found in ‘real’ footbal), in order to

recapture the sense of individua and collective
adventure, the candour and enthudiaam of the game, _
its beauty and puity. Thet's why we ae dl afected 1 S Givone C. Lu-

) ; . < carelli, La banalita del
by the events of Calciopoli, andareal inrisk of noggi eI etica nel pal-
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ruin as human beings: theissue at stake involves Moggi e’ etica nel pal-
not just football, but ethics, and it toucheson our !0 0p. cit., p. 63.
entire way of life. Itisan entire moral and civil
world—whether it isto survive, be weakened, or
be dored up—that is in quesion hae Thee events
affect more than agame, they affect the meaning
or lack of meaning in lifeand civil co-existenceas
awhole. Tous, reinventing footbal means, anong
other things, reinventing the r dationship between
games and life, granting games dl their due im-
portance, without thereby reducing al of lifetoa
mere game. Therelationship between gamesand
lifeis not one of equation, but rather of osmosis,
meshing, chiasm. The way we play contains an
implicit referenceto acertain way of lifeand con
cept of existence, and the way we lead our lives
involves a certain way of playing and concept of
games.

If anyone wereto put football at the center of the
world, fooling themsalves into thinking it could
erase or help ignore the dramas and contradictions
that humanity struggleswith, they would be doing
serious injustice to football, by wrongly dtrib-
uting it prerogativesit does not possess. No game
can erase or diminish a burden of suffering that
cannot be eiminated from our lives. And those
who mordidticdly and ideologicaly refuse to
dbendon  themsdves—even bridly—to the pleasure
of the sport, their eyesfixed only on thetragedies
of humanity, deny themselves the opportunity to
experience and enjoy an important ludic aspect
o eddence with troudling consspuancss thet gve
asober, gloomy tingeto their own lives, their rela
tionshipswith others, and their entire present and
future outlook on human refations.

The ‘dream of something’ in question here is
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football without the Italian brand of idiocy and
boorishness, without the corruption and contami-
nation that are threatening to stifleit; footbal con
ceived in harmony with other activities, spheres,
and ways of existence, brought back toitsorigins,
agamefull of adventure, the pleasure experienced
by dchlden who once played meidhes with no time
limits on neighbourhood fields around the edges
of town, leaving off only when their exasperated
mothers caled from the balcony, admonishing
them to come home. The ‘dream of something’
givesusthefruitful chanceto turn our mindsonce
again to aline by Paul Valéry, in Le cimetiére
marin (1920), which—besides offering meagre
and utterly inadequate consol ation—remindsusof
the necessity and difficulty of responding, every
day of our lives, to the question of their meaning:
“Levent selével... Il faut tenter de vivrel”.

Here

World (Cup)

by Gius Busceti
notes from the present

Parking areas with traffic lights out,

crossing asphalt ring road celebrates—

from streetcar to goods yard with main gates shut

from the night bent on the dy—

that hour, how irreparable! fulminating backhands solar!
Or France, or Italy, what matters

isthat al getslost but

love that surrenders us, that
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assertion that renders one to another. This or another world
cup provided that the event calls back

everyone bringing together again everyone

it shal be the only story under the vault of heaven,

and no other: this one, it’s the case

of the identical moment, even if only one

shdl acknowledge it, yet written in order to be

the same rendezvous on the notebook for many: how leading
friction to shed light on it so that nobody finds it hidden

nor it denies itself to anyone, so that al requests attract
and faintly light, it's impossible to bear

the torn page, let the only supper

be shared by all the people.

Waco, Texas, June 4 Marc Ellis

[...] The name of Al Gore's film about globa

warming—An Inconvenient Truth. It certainly
is, perhaps the great truth of our time, aong

with mass did ocation and death, the great truths
of our time. All truth is inconvenient, truth and

inconvenient belonging together in a non-dpha-
betized dictionary. Truth isinconvenient because
it bursts the bubble of the everyday; the routine
challenged, even breaking down. Then what to
do with the truth? The truth as a great opening.
Also at agreat cost.

The prophet asthe speaker of thetruth. Again, the
sare quesion: what are we to do with the prophat?
Non-al phabetized dictionary—truth, prophet one
after the other. Would ordinary be next? Ordinary
lifeasonethat also hidesthetruth, or part of it, for
the sake of peace and establishing some kind of
routine that enablesusto carry on and for thesske
o dohes SHf-proedion ad the proedion of ot
ers. Thetruth astoo glaring, invasive—toohurtful.
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Also beautiful. The truth not told completely asc
has a beauty; the retention of human dignity even
as part of our humanity is flawed.

A balance between untruth and truth, between
corruption and honesty, the place between the
crimina and the saint—most of us dwdll in the
intermediate. The prophet aso, dwelling in ke-
tween? Y es, the prophet isnot defined by purity;
the harsh judgment would be too harsh. Unbear-
able. That iswhy the prophet callsfor justicefirst
and internal assent second. Or alowsthat justice
established is an internal assent, at least a start,
amost sufficient, a way on the path of return.
Practice over belief, though the combination is
preferred. Practiceleading to belief, belief leading
to practi ce—practice the measurement; belief the
possibility.

Thus action isthe harbinger of truth. The hungry
fed—without nentioning or praisng God. The
widow cared for, actudly provided for—acom-
mandment that isnot optiona or dependent on any
variable, including belief or unbdlief. Belief itsalf
awrong turn, a speculative out, aroad unableto
be traveled without tending toward the other in
need. Personal minigtering, only asthe avenuethat
leads to socia judtice. It is within socid justice
that the persondl isviewed; charity for those who
arehurt inlife, broken by it, in need of an embrace
that, for whatever reason, waslacking. Thatisthe
|sradlite foundation, the Judaic: the person within
thelarger socid order of justice. The needs of the
person illustrating the failure of justice. Compas-
gon asleeding toward or within ajust sodd ader.

The mistake of Christianity asit has cometo be:
charity over justice. The personin need asthe path
to God—somehow without the need to establish
justice. An act of faith in and of itself. Salvation

p. 35



through the acts of charity asaconnectionto God,
agiving mostly from one’ slargesse—the path to-
ward persona sdvation. Compassion without a
desirefor justice asaway to God—sdlf-centered,
personal salvation, the wrong turn.

L eaves out the inconvenient truth—that personal
salvation may be dependent on socia injustice.
How else can charity be distributed as a sign of
God' slove? How e se can the sinner be brought to
God? Persond God over the God of liberation.
Charity/salvation. CharityGod. The system that
produces the poor stays in place. Caring for the
poor without the move toward justice: unrevolu-
tionary forgiveness.

| remember one day in classwhen | first started
teaching in Waco, | was speaking about justice.
The classwastaken aback, and astudent, trying to
hdp me ou, ooke Up and sad that we redly didn't
wat jusice Whet he meant wes thet jusice meted
aut by God would be too harsh for uis—evary nook
and cranny of our being if seen by God would be
judged inadequate, corrupt, diseased. So, do we
need to hide ourselves from God?

Jesus asthe great cloak, shielding us—throughhis
sacrifice—from the judgment of God. Taking our
sns on his shoulders. The judgment happening
through this sacrifice, and we, within him, arethus
protected. Jesus as intemediary and protector. Sins
forgiven through him. The judgment of God
averted—accomplished; our salvation accom-
plished. [...]

Rome, June 5

Today | didn't like myself; and | didn’t because
| experienced the materidization within myself
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of a contradiction which istypica of the human
soul, that of thinking one way and behaving an-
other, of strongly feding and bdieving in cer-
tain principles and then betraying them because
of atrividity. | may be too hard on mysdlf, but |
redly felt uneasy about replying sharply to a
woman complaining about my children’ s voices
while | was doing my shopping in asupermarket.
I”'m not one of those Mums whom you can't tell

anything about their own children and | never get
steamed up if someone elsetellsthem off rightly,
but that woman’s excessive and repeated com-
ments really annoyed me. However, | had at least
two dternatives: onewasto ignore her comments,
the other to appeal to her understanding and pa-
tience, pointing out the fact that they are children
and they sometimes dodge the rules of grown-ups
those rulesthey aretaught nonetheless... Hence, |
experienced this attitude of mine as a negative
crease, amissed chance to do good. | firmly be-
lieve in kindness as a pradicd fom of love tovards
our neighbour, and | really mean our neighbour
inthe narrower sense of the word, that isthe one
we med evary day on our way. This kindness is nat
meant as exterior formality only, but it carries
with it warmth which comesfrom the heart andis
perceived as such by others; | would say itisthat
very kindness which has its roots in the Gospd.
In this regard, | remember something that hap-
pened two or three months ago. It wasin the eve-
ning and, after having come out of the bookshaop, |
had amost got in front of the railway station in

Trastevere, when | saw amanfal over infrontof
me. Two or three people walking in the opposite
direction as mine turned round to see what had

heppened and then caried on waking imperture:
by, as if it did not concern them the least bit. |
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hurried to help the old man who, since the place
was not wdll lit, had not noticed the low pavement
sep and had tripped and falen over dightly
hurting himself near his eye with the rim of his
glasses. At the same time, a typicaly Middle-
Eastern-looking man stopped and put a plaster
on the old man as | was kept his lighter on. A

basicaly trivid episode which, however, trig-
gered atrain of considerations about the way we
live in our world and our reationship with oth-
ers. | have no intention of expressing an opinion
about the people who showed indifference to-
wardsthe unfortunate man; | even tried to justify
them with the fact that it was dark, that there are
aways tramps, drunkards, drug-addicts and a
variety of stragglers around the station and they
may have feared he was one of them. But | also
immediately thought that, if anything, such area-
son was not an extenuation, but rather an aggra-
vation for not having assisted him. And then |

asked mysdf: if the people who did not help the
old man had been nuns or priests, what effect
would this have had on us? | asked mysdlf that,
because at that time laity and Christians were a
much discussed question. | am perfectly aware of
the fact that offering assistance to a person in

trouble is not a matter of religion, but Chrigtians
embody those principles of love and solidarity
which should be (the conditiona dipped out) our
everyday’ s practice. On the other hand, on being
asked who is next, Jesus recounts the famous
Good Samaritan Parable, and the main com-
mandment, after that of loving God, is “you
shdl love your neighbour as yourself”, or rather
he sayslove oneanother as| haveloved you: “By
this al men will know that you are my disciples,
if you havelovefor oneanother”. And yet, nowa
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days Chrigtians can no longer be recognized, nor
can they be distinguished, as they are no longer
apostles, let done witnessesto the Word. Thisis
the only thing laity can reprimand Chrigtians for
today and | redlizeit isno smal thing, infact I'd
say it is definitely serious, not least because it
makes us forget or remove the Christian roots of
our culture. And so we dl find it norma and are
not outraged when aMs Raveraor aMr Luttazzi
in turn, who have no idea what they are talking
about, take the liberty of expressing horribly su-
perficid and annoyingly arrogant opinions. They
declarethemselves atheists asif it wereasign of
superiority, as if to say: you believers are just

ignorant supergtitious louts, while | am the one
who understands everything as| havereason. Be-
sides, that’ s enough of the French Revolution! Is
it thanks to the French Revolution if Western

adulteresses do not get stoned to death? What
about John's Gospel Chapter Eight? Freedom,

fraternity and equality? And the whole Gospel?
That Gospel which is itsdf a revolution with a
capital ‘R’ ?If | did not feel well-founded distrust
of ‘isms, | would profess Christian integralism,

by which | mean full adherence to the message
of the Gospel. Being entirely within Lovel Onthe
other hand, what we are asked for in the Gospel

is aso to pursue common sense and action. And
to do as the Good Samaritan does, that isto give
wae to the thirdy, feed the hungy, vist those who
aredone, sck or in prison, help those in need...

and then “ Thereisno greater love than for aman
to lay down hislife for hisfriends’ and He did it
for both his friends and his enemies. Christ died
on the Cross, that cross which is the wonderful

symbol of Hislove and above dl of His and our
Resurrection. Since, in order to look at the Cross
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with purity and without hypocrisy, one hasto go
beyond what our eyes can see, and feel it and ex-
perience it as the path and door through which
we can enter thet elemd Lovewe were cregted for.

Kyiv, June 5

This weekend we' ve been busy trying to rent a
summer place—ended up with alittle apartment
ner a wondaful lake in Pushdha Vodytsya, roughly
30 km from Besarabka. PushchaV odytsyawould

have been impossiblein Moscow—so much pre-

ciousland (and fresh air) wasted, not used to make
money, so much stuff deserted, in ruins. Parts of
Pushcharemind me of thoseimages |’ ve seen of
Pripyat/Chernobyl—and we ve only beento Push
chain sunny weather. Renting adachaisn’'t such
an essy thing to do; and it's even harder if you nesd

adachawith aphone or internet connection—ypart
of the reason we ended up with an apartment in-

deed of @ house We are hoping to move there next
weekend.

Waco, Texas, June 5

The New York Times reporting on the exhuming
of mass gravesin Irag: “Mr. Trimble, the leader
of the mass gravesteam, said little he found here
surprised him after alifetime of studying violent
death. ‘I believe that most human beings operate
on aleast-effort basis, and murdererscertainly do,

he said. ‘The men who killed al these people,

came down thisroad, and they did what al mass
murderers do—they dug deep, they killed ther
victims quickly, they covered them up and then
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they left, as quickly as they came.’”” So beauti-
fully, hauntingly written; an article that takes its
place next to the sixtieth anniversary of the in-
troduction of the bikini swim suit. Thisin thelocal
paper, not the Times. But ill, so strange the
juxtaposition. And the expertise—"the leader of
themassgravesteams.” An expertise of thetwen
tieth century and now the twenty-first. A graduaie
program at amajor university?[...]

Thekilling continues and the expertise growswith
it dmog without refledion a line is writte—"efter
alifetime of studying violent desth”; do we smply
continue on with our morning routine? Yes, of

course, we do. Can we do otherwise? It even be-
ginsto sound logical. After al, death surroundsus,
those who don’'t experience it read about it con-
stantly. So death is there, mass death happening,
uncovered, what elseto do but expand our techni-
ca expertise into this—and exciting?—field of
study. Aswith medicine; anew diseaseisfound, a
new expatiseto curetha diseeseisdevdoped.

[...] Theonesin this grave—no hames given or
even perhaps known at this point—were smply
taken out of their homes and murdered. In their
nightshirts, with and without sandals. Taken away
and done. Quickly, asthe article said, as they all

do, mass murderers that is, the job done, lunch

served and on to other killings. Or back to work,

perhaps ajob totally unrelated to the business of
mass death. After al, most people who commit
these atrocitieswere not trained in the profession
of mass death. Ordered, done, and then awilling-
ness to continue in this field of endeavor or not.
Perhaps a one-off thing. So easy, the killing, the
lives gone in an ingtant, snuffed out, the living

picking up the pieces. Or not. Living with the
agony long before the experts arrive. Then the
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category ‘ massdeath’ enterstheir lexicon. Before,
it was just murder of a loved one, the loss too
painful to speak about with others. Speaking about
their loss to the world? Not even a thought that
anyoneisinterested. Thentheinterest[...]. The
expertswith specialized knowledge of the scene,
the type of death, when, how and dl the rest. A
further oblivion for the dead and for the living.
What could the living add to the story that the
expert doesnot tell? A persona narrative, a view
o the edhumaed parson—to shed a broeder sense of
the tragedy that befell Irag. Is still befalling Irag.
Will be befalling Iraq for the years to come.

Y es, of course, the entire study of massdesath, the
expertise now reported, comes from the Holo-
caust. Another picked-over subject, themother of
all atrocities, yet in so many waysthe same. The
people rounded up wearing the clothesthey were
wearing, for no reason, certainly not areason un-
derstandable to the people who soon will be re-
membered forever as vidims Only as vidims [....].
Used again for other, now higher values. But wait,
wasn't that used before?|...] Killed precisely for
higher values, the higher being in the eyes of the
beholder? Like beauty, a topic much to be de-
bated. Alongsde the bikini. And the latest cars.
The red carpet treatment for the victims, almost
like afashion show.

Joan Rivers, the red-carpet diva—and Jewish! —
could interview the victims. A suggestion for the
Holocaust and genocide museumsdready in place
and those on the drawing boards, an endless pro-
duction line, it seems. She could bring it to life,
the clothes attended to aswell asthe personality
behind the dathes Agan, pasordizing the vidins
is crucial to their use—for other politicd, ideo-
logicd, and cultura issues. Not to forget reli-
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gious issues, they weigh heavily on how those
murdered are considered. Worthy or unworthy?
Like fashion, the murdered can go in and out of
style, forgotten one day, remembered the next.
They can even become martyrs—under certain
circumstances. Again, the context and perspective
iscrucia. Also the power of the survivors.
Another expertise: packaging the victims as mar-
tyrs. Perhaps this expertise should find its train-
ing venue in public relations. Another graduate
program. Certainly at an elite university. Again,
Jewish expertise should be consulted considering
therise of arace despised, moreor less, in Europe
for athousand years or more and then—boom—
remembered in every capital, amust-seeperform:
ance by the heirs of those who murdered Jewsby
day ad by ngt. Quite recantly a thet. Within my
father’ slifetime. [...] Shall thishatch another con
spiracy theory—Jews asthe progenitors of geno-
cide status opportunities? Classified sections to
be developed, internet mostly, digital photos and
biosketchesin adignified manner. Alsowatch the
language. Those on the other sde of mass murder,
on that other planet that has not experienced it,
they are quite sensitive to decorum. Show thevic-
timswhile hiding agpects of them. The vulgarities
of their lives and also of their deaths need to be
managed, packaged in the jargon of the public
relations business. [...]

In Orlando, the chance to place it on the world
agendabigtime. Better than the United Nations. A
competition, perhaps shopping your mass death
event to Disneyworld; aso, for the competition,
try Universal Studios, Waterworld etc. Universal
Studios perhaps the best. Movie themes. Back to
the Futur e Panorama. Though Disneyworld might
one-up that with Mass Murder Iland. Boats and

p. 43



maps, perhaps adetective story, treasure-huntmo-
tif. Find out where this mass murder happened!!
Andwho wasresponghble!! Hint: be suretoleave
out American culpability. Like the Holocaust
museum minimizes US involvement or apathy.
Also make sure, again liketheHolocaust museum,
that you emphasize that the Congtitution and
American-style democracy make such eventsim:
possble on American soil. Also that it would
make it impossible anywhere—that is, if Ameri-
can vaues were in your neighborhood.

Here you can call on Thomas Friedman—yes an
other Jew—and his argument that democracies
never fight wars against one another, and that
placesthat have McDonal ds are safefor therefu
gees of mass murder that took place in—you
guessed it—countries without McDonads' res-
taurants. [...] Better the orange groves and the
Orlando of old, warts and al, than the brave
new world of mass murder experts and public
relations gurus, Jewish or otherwise. They wipe
history clean with the victims of history. You,
whose story will never be told.

Kyiv, June 10

Mishah had a ticketless ride from Moscow to
Kyiv. Yes, thisis possible, despite two border-
crossings and al. You just pay the provodnik
2,000 rubles (that's something like $70, dightly
lessthan what you pay for firg class) and you get
an upper bunk in atiny, two-bunk provodniki’s
compartment, with three beer-drinking, drunk ass-
holes on the lower bunk, two men and awoman,
also ticketless. One asshole ended up Sleeping on
the floor, on ahuge toy rabbit that he had bought
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from those poor people at one of the stations, poor
people who get paid in toysthey produce instead
of money. Oh, and you don’'t get a pillow.

“Tak dazhe moldovane uzhe ne yezdyat,” said
a border control woman with contempt (“Even
Moldova folks [gastarbeiters] don’t trave like
this anymore”).

Mishah barely dept this night, the provodnik—
whaose nickname is Pomidor (Tomato)—didn’t
deep a dl, his female partner—work partner,
that is, the provodnitsa—napped on what | first
thought were a couple of chairs arranged out-
sde their compartment, but Mishah said, “No,

it's too difficult to explain the arrangement, I'll

haveto draw ascheme.” In the morning, thepro-
vodnitsa and Mishah discussed who had aworse
night, he or she.

On Monday, Mishah isgoing back the sameway,
ticketless. There are no tickets becauseit’ s sum-
mer, weekend, holidays weekend in Russia, not
enough trains, too many Moscow people coming
over here, whatever. No cheap tickets, no expen
gve tickets. Trying to get tickets a week in ad-
vance is too late. An extra train they’ve intro-
duced for the summer doesn’t work for us be-
cause of its departure and arrival times.

Today, we hope to accomplish the move to Push
chaVodytsya. | panic inside because even though
it' s30 km fromwherel am now, it'satotally dif-
ferent world—which seems rather underdevel-
oped. But the air's real good. WE Il see, | keep
tling mysdf.

Casablanca, June 10

[...] Thisweek I've had to travel for work to the
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Moroccan countryside and driveto asmall douar
between Settat and Marrakech. [...] Departure
from Casablancaat sx am. It' sthefirst timel’ve
taken the highway, and there arefour other people
with me in the car. | think | have never felt so
responsiblefor driving carefully before. With taxis
that seem to be racing with one another, lorries
that think they are the Kings of the road and care-
less buses, I'm scared. So I'm driving dowly,

which wins me my colleagues digs, their g-
plauses every time | overtake, and, of course,

nasty looksfrom drivers overtaking me. It’ shotter
and hotter, and I’ m starting to worry about theri-
diculous tan I’'m getting on my forearm. We've
driven past Settat long ago—we' re on the side of
the dam and Marrakech is not more than a hun-
dred kilometres ahead of us—when one of my
colleagues tells me to dow down: | have to turn
left. Left... There’sno road on the left. There's
akind of trail. | turn and drive on for ten minutes,
and here' s thedouar ... Some children cometo-
wards us running. They look at usasif we were
from another planet. | know it' snot thefirst time
they have seen acar: it smethey’ re curious about
mogt of al. I’'m driving...

We get to the people we' ve arranged to meet. A
huge house, with countless rooms. A man wel-
comes us on the front door and asks meiif | warnt
the car to be put in the garage. | manageto explain
| don't think it's necessary. Five minutes cour-
tesies and my visit starts. First destination: the
kitchen; somewomen aretalking and, asthey see
me walk in, a smile shows on their lips. I'm in

jeans and aT-shirt, they’'re all wearing agandura
[a sort of sleeveless tunic], with headscarves
carelesdy tied round their heads. They must be
suffocating in thisheat. Since | want to fedl closer
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tothem, | put on agandura and aheadscarf too. ..

But it doesn't seem to work: I'm still amdiniya
(atoan grl). Once back in the kitchen, what drikes
me is the smplicity of the place. Everything's
done on the floor. The mother’s ditting on atiny
litle dhar, which can hady be ssn The mather’s
a huge woman, though with incredible physical

strength, as if those extra kilos were the source
of her energy. The other women, much younger
than her, aretidying the kitchen and getting lunch
ready. She supervisesthem. They all giveusside-
long glances. The little girls smile at us every

time they meet our eyes. | start speaking and the
atmosphere unwinds.

The mother’s never been to school. Her parents
didn’t want her to waste her time: she was more
helpful working at home, or taking the cow to the
dam... Onewould say thet dl the suffering of the
worldisengraved on her face. Y earsof hard work
haveleft marks on her hands, and the burden of a
family with seven children hes dug dep lines in her
feet, but she smiles as she speaks to me showing
her few teeth left. Now thegirlsal go to schodl,
even if her husband never stopstelling them that
it's udess that they'd better hdp him on the grdl
plot of land he cultivates, instead of wasting their
time inside a classroom. But that her daughters
should go to schoal is the only thing she's never
relented about: she doesn’t want them to become
like herself and be able to do nothing but cook,

look after the house and the cow and make rugs.
[...] Thegirlsfollowing her orders have al mar-
ried recently. The oldest was twenty, and risked
missing the marriagetrain: it was hard to find her
aman from thedouar who could reed, and dl the
others ddn't want a woman who wes e to count
money, which would make her the keeper of the
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family budget... ‘Luckily’ inthe end shefound a
M oroccan who had emigrated abroad and whom
she suited wdll. Why? Because she' sleft donedll
year round, and in this case being able to manage
that famous budget while the husband’' s away is
agood thing.

The children are running around, and yet they
doud be & shod. When | ak him why, the heed
of thefamily givesme abrusgue answer: “It’snot
like in town here, there are lots of thingsto do at
home. They wastetheir timeat schoal: it' senough
for them to be able to read and count, all the rest
isuseless’. | don’'t havethe nerveto reply but, as
if to challenge him, | go and talk to some little
girlslooking at usfrom awindow. They’re ador-
able. They ask meto drive them around abit and
| immediately please them: it'smy way of show-
ing them... | don’t know what... [...]

From Vietham.
Speechlessglances
for gimpsed words

...we would ourselves see a new world emerge from under

their pens, and we would thus learn to understand our own.
J.-J. Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin and
Foundation of the Inequality Among Men

Any book on Vietnam, whether a guidebook or a

critical essay, inevitably deds with its ethnic mi-
norities, the 54 officid groups—classified either
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according to the colours and patterns of their trad-
tional costumes, or by their languages—which
mainly live in the Northern Uplands and Central

Highlands of Vietnam. Caled montagnards
(mountan dwellers) or hill tribes by Westerners,

and dan toc (nation, ethnic group) by Vietnamese
scholars, northern minorities migrated over the
centuriesfrom central Chinato settlein the border
aea bawemn Vidnam, Ching, Laos and Myanna.
Inthelast few decades, government policieshave
pushed these nomedic ‘dadranctbum’ famers into
permanent settlementsin remote mountain aress;
63% of their population currently lives under the
poverty line (510 USD per capita per month).
Outsiders have long been questioning the neces-
Sty of economic development, therisk of cultura
loss, the forced political promotion of aVietnam-
esendion united initsdiversity, thusreducing the
minorities to mere subjects of observation.

Tinh Tuc, Northeaster n Vietnam - Decamber 20,
2002, 9 pm.

The mountainsin Northern Vietnam are often
embraced by athick fog; a slippery coat of hu-
midity coversthe dirt road, which usually be-
comes paved asyou reach tourist sitesor pro-
vincial capitals. The clouds sometimes scatter
and the sun shines on the muddy water s of ter-
raced paddy fields; in the valley, you can see
buffal os standing next to thin femal e shapes, bent
over the water. As you travel, you do not see
human beings or their tracesfor kilometresata
time; you cannot seetheir villages, asif they were
always hidden on the other side of the mountain.
You see narrow paths winding their way up
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through deforested mountains; the eye of the
would-beanthropologist (me...), whoisnow get-
ting used to lookingfor ‘something’ amidthelow
vegetation, picks out groups of women—finaly,
the minoritiesl—their bamboo panniersontheir
shoulders, some full of firewood, some full of
vegetables, fire and food for their sustenance.

A fascinatingly sad vision. To theWestern specta
tor, now unused to such sights, Northern Viet-
nam immediately evokes the primeva conflict
between Mankind and Nature, played out here
to perfection: man, such alowly being compared
to the supreme Nature of the surrounding mour-
tains, man, dominating yet still dependent on na-
ture; Mankind completely cut off from nature,
having long forgotten its significance.

Bac Lac, Northeastern Vietnam - Decaember 21,
2002, 6:30 pm.

A few days ago, we finally met up with the mi-
norities: ‘what’ we had been studying for more
than ayear suddenly appeared before our eyes.
Thefirst encounter gave ustheirrefutable proof
that they really did exist; everybodyin our group
wasobviously euphoric. After yet another sharp
turnintheroad, we saw two bold youths (tee+
agersor adults? It'sso hard to guesstheir age!),
threechildrenand amule, all staring at thede-
serted valley. They wereall dressedin dark blue,
with wide fisherman'’ strousersand jackets; the
young men also had berets, like the capsworn
in Sicily. It isalso hard to guess which ethnic
group they belong to: our guideinformed usthat
the men have abandoned their traditional clothes,
but they were unguestionably ethnic minorities...
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My first ethnographic description!

Our second encounter was definitdy morefruitful:
we stopped our car at the outskirtsof avillage,
entered the houses, and | started observing eve-
rything with extreme diligence, making sketches
in my notebook of all the tools hanging on the
sooty bamboo walls, writing down their names,
descriptions, and uses. Onthethird occasionwe
even managed to strike up a conversation. Afam
ily invited usto visit their home: | noticed the
usual ancestors' altar next to the picture of the
Father (or rather, the Uncle!) of the Vietnamese
People, Ho Chi Minh. The household was made
up of an old couple, a 65-year-old man and a
60-year -oldwoman; hebelongedtothe Tay ethnic
group, whereas shewasa Cao Lan. Any visible
difference between them? None at all! And yet
many scholars have affirmed that thedifference
in clothingisone of the main criteria for distin-
guishing between ethnic groups; for my couple,
though, their 40 year stogether may have erased
all thedifferences... Like many other women, her
teeth werea colour between dark red and purple,
nearly black; | thought it was coagulated blood,
since many of thewomen liketo passthetime by
picking their gumswith metal toothpicks. It turns
out it isactuallytrau, a mixture of betel leaves
and other addictive substances. But why istrauan
exclusively femaleprerogative? Thelady cleverly
explained: “ Men smoke, why shouldn’t wormen be
addicted to something, too?” Duly noted.
Their reactionsto our arrival vary greatly: cu-
riosity, laughter, disbelief—that’ showl interpret
the expression—at seeing such strange beings
(for a few minutes, we feel like the famous ex-
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plorersof the past); somerunaway; someunleash
angry dogsagainst theintruders; someareap-
parentlywilling totalk at first, yet after awhile
their revealing expression convincesusthat the
time has cometo leave. After thefirst few days
‘inthefield’, | feel asif everything | studied and
read beforemy departurewas completely usdess:
| spent a year collecting informationontheir tra-
ditions, history and culture, to beready for this
encounter. Now | amintheir land, and | do not
know how to behave, how to show respect, how
to handle the long-awaited encounter with the
‘Other’. Our embarrassment and shyness, as
‘model’ students trying to apply theories and
methodol ogies as objectively as possible, fade
away only whenwegiveinto our instinctive curi-
osity and eagernessto learn, to communicate.

Anything you can say—with, about, for the mi-
norities—soundsinevitably reductive, narrow and
smpligtic: an anthropological observation, eager
to dassfy the meening of thar anoesrd treditions
their materia culture, their religious practices?
Thefascinated outlook of atraveller, impressed by
the bustling markets, the jewellery, the colourful
costumes, feeling like a new explorer amid the
twenty-first century ‘ hunter-gatherers ? The per-
spective of someonetrying to foster development,
moved to pity by the naked children, their hair
bleeched by the westher and, mogt of dl, by ladk of
protein, by thetota absence of sanitary measures?

Ontheway fromLai Chau to Dien Bien Phu, North-
wegtern Vietnam - December 28, 2002, 1 pm.

We started seeing women; from a distance |
thought they had big black turbans; aswe got
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closer, werealised it wasactually their hair...We
got out of the car straight away, next to a small

house built onthe main gtreet: all theadult women
had the same *Moira Orfei’ -style hairdo [Itdien
circus performer and actress known for her un-
usua hairstyle]; they wereall workingontreadle
sewing machinesjust like my grandmother’s. As
usual, our presence provoked considerablemirth;

my anthropol ogical attention was mistaken for
romantic interest in one of the younger women;

they invited usinto the house, wherethisvery girl

showed us how to achieve that rather unusual
hairstyle. Our guide/interpreter told usthey were
Hmong women, but the book we alwaysrefer to
after one of these ' close encounters’, containsno
descriptions of these women in the chapter on
theHmong. | fedl like Indiana Jones: havewejust
discovered a new minority group?

As behoves a would-beanthropol ogist, my usual

scepticismprevails: it smplyisn’t possible that
nobody has ever seen these women before! What
isthe meaning of their strange hairdo? Each of
us starts coming up with a personal interpreta-
tion; over thelast few days, my two companions
and | have been devel oping a new anthropological
theory, ‘creativism’, or the definitive denial that
anthropology isinany way scientific. Weall see
thesamethings, we experiencethe samesituation,
yet each of usalways offers a different explana-
tion, whichisalwaysvalid and ‘ methodol ogically

appropriate. This is ‘creativiam or “1 can interpret
it however | like” ! We even named this ethnic
group: from now on, they are officially the Teased-

Hair Hmong!

Now that we have | eft the village, | realize that
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writing an old-fashioned ‘ ethnographic’ diary
makesno senseat all: if you want to describethe
minorities, all you haveto doislook at photos of
them... do you really have to come hereto see
them? A search on the Internet will do just as
well...Instead, | prefer torecord my impressions,
fedlings, and emotions, which have such a strong
influence on my per ception of thisworld, sincel’m
afraid that beforelong I’ Il have forgottenthem

If you ‘look’ carefully, al descriptionswill sound
reductive, superficial, sometimes fanciful, and
definitely sef-referentia, since they tend not to
go past the stage of first encounter and are thus
exclusively based on‘ one-way’ visons—thean-
thropologist observes, the traveller sees, and the
harbinger of devel opment looks—and theresult-
ing monol ogue of someone who encounters, in a
way that may or may not be participatory, the di-
versity represented by these minorities. The an-
thropologist scribblesin his notebook, with dl the
bibliographical referencesfiled away in hishead;
thetraveller checkswhether the thingswrittenin
his guidebook really exist; the advocate of devel-
opment takes notes for areport to be submitted.
Severd close encounters, but no dialogue at all.

On the way from Hanoi to Lao Cai, Northern
Vietnam- April 25, 2006, 10 pm.

I amgoing back north, to the minorities. Will the
Situation have changed during my absence? Will
the houses on bamboo stilts still bethere? The
thatched roofs, the strong odour of damp mixed
with theincense fromthe ancestors' altar and
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the smell of the animal s? What about theillegal

generatorsalong theriver usedto power thesatd-
lite dishes? Thenight trainisfull of travellers; |

can feel their excitement astheyreachtheborder
with the Chinese super power. The sublimefas
cination of thefrontier, of a border that hasnot
yet been politically defined; the excitement of
‘going to seetheminorities, aseverybody keeps
saying; they will finally see with their owneyes
thewomen whose photosarehunginevery single
tourist café in Hanoi.

| think back to the gentle‘lesson’ of a guidebook
for “ independent travellers’ (why dothey needto
be guided and educated if they' re soindepend-
ent?), stressing that “ treating the | ocalswithre-
goet” isamoral obligation. “ Some travellers ssem

to think that the hill-tribesarerunningaroundin
costumes for the benefit of photographers—this
of courseisnot thecase” . The guidebook’ sad-
moni shment to pay these peopl e duer espect may
just be a humble r eminder that respectful inter-
actionwith themispreferableto * hilltribe-watch-
ing': after all, they areinhabitantsof aregion, not
birdsin a nature preserve.

These superficial encounters are both the cause
and effect of theamost complete, egocentric lack
of critical judgement that leads us to barge into
other peopl€'s houses, without even asking for
permission. Generaly without even wondering
why their conditions are So desperate, where these
people comefrom, what their higtory is, weeasily
forget that every cultureisnaturally complex, con+
vincing oursalves of their essentid smplicity.
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Son La, Northwestern Vietnam - December 29,
2002, 1 pm.

We are on our way back to Hanoi: only a few
kilometresleft, maybe 200, yet considering our
usual paceit may take usaslong as 9-10 hours. I'm
trying to use thistimeto come up with an overall

assessment—a professional, objective one—efthe
first part of thislong adventure; yet onlytriter e-
marks and clichés seem to come to my mind. |

literally saw all the coloursof the rainbow: Black,
White, Red, Green, and Flower Hmong; Red, Black,
and White Thai; and so on. Human beings ex-
otically categorised according to the col ours of
the rainbow: does the cowl make the monk?

Aesthetically speaking, my favourite are the
‘Teased-Hair’ Hmong, of course, and the Red
Dao: darkblack trousersand jackets, decorated
with refined embroidery; silver necklaces, ear-
ringsand little bellslikethe onesonthecollarsof
kittens, the more you wear , theweslthier youare:

large, bright red turbans covering shaved heads.
Asusual, | tried to ask themtheir ethnonym, and
| got several different answers. What do they call

themselves? Again, different answers. maybethey
suffer from collective amnesia. After careful re-
search, | found out that the Red Dao actually
belongto thebig Yao group fromChina; they are
also called Man; among their relatives, we should
not forget the Mien (Ilu Mien, KimMun or Lanten,
Biao Mon, Dzao Min, Biao Jiao Mien), theMiao
(Bunu, Wunai Bunu, Younuo Bunu, Joingnai Bunu),
and the Tai. Each group speaksa different lan-
guage and wear sdifferent clothes: how colourful
and confusing their family reunions must be!
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We automatically accept the ‘classification’ of
these people according to the colours or patterns
of their clothes; we don't question for a second
that their poverty is, at least partidly, caused by
those who have backed inadequate and deliber-
ately, athough covertly, disadvantageous devel-
opment policies. We do not even call into question
the consequences that an economy totally based
on tourism, which aso happens to favour only a
very limited part of thewholeregion, may haveon
the population. Are we simply celebrating, once
agn, the myth of the nddle or widked savage, who
iseven more attractive when decked out with ca-
nivdesoue fedures reducad to the category of st
4 exoticism and nostalgic ‘ how-it-used-to-be-
for-us andisno longer?

Lao Cai, Northern Vietnam - April 28, 2006,
10 pm.

So far, thiswas the most interesting day among
theminorities: wevisited Pa Cheo, intheextreme
north of Vietnam. Once we got there, my first
instinctivethought was: “ I’'mback in no-man's
land” . Who do theselands belong to? China or
Vietnam? Or no one? What about the minorities?
Thisisgoing to bethe site of an Italian devel op-
ment cooper ation project: conditionsareindeed
desperate. Naked, dirty children, with runny noses
Thewholevillageishbuilt out of asbestosmaterial;
the health clinic, with no doctor, turnsout to have
a multipurposeroom: delivery room, laundry, and
storeroom. A new school, still unusedandlocked,
next to atottering building where classesare cur-
rently held. On the blackboard, theteacher has
written a description of the Alps and European
geogr aphy. What isthe point of describing sucha
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faraway world when even the neighbouring valley
is hidden by clouds? To kill off dreams?

| remember aminority villagel visited nearly four
yearsago. Thevillagewasbuilt along the main
road; when we arrived, it was conpletely deserted,
then, in under aminute, therewasachildrolling
naked on theground, asking for sweets, a mother
sewing in her best ‘official’ dress aman, hatchet
in hand, sawing wood for the fire.

How can it be possible for even poverty to be
stereotypical ? That asyou | eave the paved road
and cometo villages on the hidden side of the
mountain, picturesque postcard poverty givesway
toreal poverty? I’mtempted to scream, thinking
that the echo might carry my voicetotheinvisble
mountains, but the cloudshiding thevalley would
be sure to muffle my words.

The biggest risk is the loss of time and memory,
confining these cultureswithin an unhistorical and
dereotyped dimension of eterna immobility: their
unstable economic conditionsbecome chronic dis-
easesthat can be managed and controlled, but not
cured. Inthelong run, the greatest risk isthat these
people, well aware of the interest they arousein
outside observers, may actively pursuetheir own
stereotyping and cultura mummification, due to
negation of the desire to see—or, evenworse, the
very posshility of seeing—the *Other’ as akey
interlocutor in the didogic process of developing
an individua and group identity. Hence the de-
contextudization of their ethnic culture: the ex-
tent of their ethnic diversity is not determined by
them, but by those who observe them. The crea-
tion of aliving museum, a zoo, or abotanical gar-
den, isjust one small step away.
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Rome, Italy - February 2005, 1 am.

The study group on ethnic minoritiesmet today;
once again, we had a chancetolook back onthe
resear ch mission we organised two year s ago.
Over thelast few weeks, we' ve always ended up
arguing about the same topic: the globalized
world threatening the cultural identity of these
ethnicgroups. Littleby little, they areabandoning
their traditional customs, leaving the mountains
they wereforced to live on, in hope of moving
closer to the countryside, which may offer more
resour ces and opportunities. What should be
done? Should we confront, limit, opposethisnatu-
ral process? Thinking about all the people (old-
school anthropol ogists, tourists, and humanitarian
wor kersdriven by agenuine and heartfelt mis
sionary spirit) who think that stopping time could
be a valid solution to prevent the extinction of
thesegroups, Donnaand I, inthrall to our usual
telepathic sense of humour, came up withthelogo
for apublicity campaign: apictureof aminority
woman with two black circlesaround her eyes,
like the panda in the WWF logo...we could or -
ganisesomekind of telethon, with atrain travel-
ling through minority areas and trumpeting the
dogan* savetheminorities!” ... Another idea: we
could set up an association organising long-
distance ‘adoptions’ of entirevillages, not just
children... But | wonder what these people—men,
women, children, old and young—eally want.

Opening up to the * Other’ as a source of change
and evolution for your own identity, you deliber-
ately decideto abandon al cultural defences; you
fed the need to find an interpretation, ajustifica-
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tion, a cognitive category to contain the diversity
embodied by the* Other’. Isit better to shut your-
df off by raivisticaly denying any possibility
of communication—sinceto Western eyes, these
ethnic groupsare‘ others' within the Vietnamese
culture, whichisaready ‘other’ to us? Or instead,
should we go on observing these people asif they
were an endangered species of plant or animal?
Again, the best solution lies in the metaphor of
entering astranger’ shouse: perhaps, after asking
permission to comein, we ought to ask the people
who live there how they’ re doing. They might an-
swer. Asfor us, we have to be prepared to listen
and accept their reply, whether positive or nega-
tive This would lead us to the next dep: @ounter-
confrontation-dialogue.

Sapa, Northern Vietnam - December 25, 10 pm.
Merry Christmas. It wasawonderful day: | spent
themorningin Taphin,aHmong and Dao village.
Thetwo groupsinhabit the sameland, but lead
completely separatelives. | chatted withaHmong
girl, who could speak very good English, but her
answer s seemed prompted by a young American
who hadjoined us, asif to reassure himself that
shewaspassing on theright information. Later in
the afternoon, we finally managed to attend the
ChristmasMassinthe church: theidea of seeing
Hmong men, women, and children gathered to-
gether ina Catholic church freaked me out a bit
(didn’t thebook say that they were‘animists ?!?),
but | was enthusiastically looking forwardtoit.
The celebration turned out to be one of the most
unforgettable momentsinthetrip sofar: asmall
church, packed with people, lit with candles. Peo-
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ple standing up, peoplelying down onthefloor,
peopl e bur sting out laughing assoon asthey saw
us; women br eastfeedi ng, women pushing and
kicking to bethefirst onesto receive Holy Com
munion. The priest spokein Viethamese, but the
liturgical ‘service' alsoprovided abrief tranda-
tionin the Hmong language. After mass, it was
timefor the Christmas procession: asinany other
indigenousrite, it was headed by a man—notthe
priest!—wearing Hmong ceremonial clothes. His
solerm expression as he beat time on a sTell drum
was truly striking.

Ever sincel arrived here, I’ ve been asking myself
what makes the minorities so fascinating; I’ ve
often thought that theimportance of thisadventure
lay in the chance it gave me to intimately ex-
perienceand appreciatea‘simplicity’ the West
has long lost. Tonight | have discovered their
complexity, perhaps because we found a com
mon cultural reference, namely the Catholicre-
ligion. Where did it come from? How did it
spread among them? To what extent do they un-
derstand the Christian message? The priest
proudly i nformed usthat their faithis, in most
cases, utterly heartfelt, since“ they haveaban-
doned all other religiouspractices’ . Why? No-
body could answer my question.

Onceyou dlow theloca people, the* members of
the household', to speak, you may seethat behind
the pilesof clothesinthelively markets, thereare
female hands briskly weaving or spinning cotton,
waking by with their children in their arms and
bamboo panniers full of food on their shoulders,
you might understand that aside from the loss of
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their primeva indigenous culture, new, complex,
and interesting cultures, derived from the fusion
of neighbouring mgjority and minority cultures,
may be developing; you may redlise that these
groups could assert their own *historical’ com-
plexity and become the driving force behind an
internal process of cultural, social and economic
rebirth and development.

It would surely be much easier to recognise the
deep cultura malaise hidden behind what to usis
merely asad fascination deriving from the conflict
played out between Man and Nature: people
showing deferential respect towards Nature
through complex religious practicesinherited from
their ancestors; age-old cultivation techniquescon-
firming the human ability to exploit dl available
natural resources at will; and lastly, the forced or
induced sedentarization of historically nomadic
peoplein abarren land with few resources, leav-
ing them with no culturd references, no memory,
orphans whose ancestors are buried in faraway
lands. Thisiswhy the land, and Nature—though
sometimes demanding awe and deference, other
times providing sustenance—may aso inspire
complete indifference and neglect.

Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, June 14 Veronica Khokhlova

We've had a 3 1/2-hour walk today, despite the Jjune 13. President Bush
rain; spent some two hours on a covered bench used a surprise visit to
next to the tennis court at asanatoriumtenminutes Baghdad. Seated beside
away from us. The sanatorium used to belong to  Prime Minister Nuri
the Communist Party’s Central Committee and Eﬁeaé}?ﬁni'rﬁi’n%i
now belongs to the Presidential Administration. 4 herad come® tolook
We have an arrangement that allows meto pass youintheeye’, and
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through the checkpoint, and I’ m very happy about
it, becauseit’ ssafeto walk there, and the place’s
very clean, and there' seven acafe (even though
thedamned stairsareeverywhereand | can't leave
Marta aone outside). But the atmosphere at the
sanatorium is so Soviet—so 1980s Soviet—it's
making me sick. Hard to believe it’ sbeen nearly
20 yearsaready; hard to believe we ever had the
Orange Revolution or other such stuff. [...]

Waco, Texas, June 15

Morning—early, up before dawn. The morning
papers bring the news of Pope Benedict XVI's
vigt to Poland. Spesking in Italian, the German
language still too offensive for Polish ears.

The Poles, dong with the Russians, the great suf -
ferersof World War 1l—and, of course, the Jews,
three million or so of them Poles. But never re-
ferred to as such—by Jews. Also the Poles, keep-
ing them separate. So the division keeps on; the
Hitler Youth Pope traveling with a sense of di-
plomacy and mission.

The mission: to honor the previous Pope—in his
mind the great one and perhaps so—andtoraly
the faithful. The faithful here in great numbers.
Also, abortion and contraception in great num-
bers. Contradiction?

The issue in America: priests as molesters. In
Poland: priests as Communist informants. This
occasi oned the Pope' scomment: “Wemust guard
againgt the arrogant claim of setting ourselves up
tojudge earlier generations, who lived in different
times and different circumstances. Humble sin-
cerity isneeded in order not to deny the sinsof the
past, and at the same time, not to indulge in false
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accusationsin the absence of red evidence.” [...]

Time and context overriding. Interesting that the
truth is eternal; everything else is context. The
truth that cannot be touched by history; history

doesnot touch eternity. The splendor of truth; his-
tory asfalen.

Contracting eternity; anegotiated settlement be-
tween eternity and history, the boundariesfixedin
advance. Judge contraception; be easy on Ausch
witz. Contraception somehow linked with eternity.

Auschwitz asthefal of history. Sadness, yes: be
humble before the past.

L est we understand the connection between eter-
nity systems and history. The victims of history

riding along the routes that the Pope travels, the
Popemobile shadowed by another vehicle—the
cattle cars bringing their victims from al over

Europe as the Vatican stood silent.

The nightly newscast: the Pope’ svehicle side by
side with rolling trains of the Nazi era. | seethe
trains. | hear them too. Do you?][...]

The Popewill betraveling to Auschwitz. What if

the Pope had traveled therethen? Giving up eve-
rything, even his life, as a heaing of the history
of Jeawsand Chrigtians. If the Pope had gonethen
he wouldn't need to be taking now, &s if the redlity
was only contextua, horrible to be sure, but not
to be judged too harshly—in the absence of real

evidence?[...]

Higory is patted @wn, mugged ad left in the badk
aley, the place where the Popemobile does not
travel, out of sight, the trains heard faintly in the
distance. Is the faith too difficult with the trains,

the trans of evary time and placg, in the foreground?
In the trains whare higory and deamity odlide [...]
The memory of Auschwitz awaitsthe humbingdf
eternity. [...]
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Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, June 19 Veronica Khokhlova

This placeis so quiet during the week, especidly
when it's as rany as today, but on weskends aowds
arrive to make shashlyk [caucasangyleskewered
lamb] and swim in the lake, and | really wish we
knew how to make good shashlyk, too, because
the smell of dozers of shashlyksthat fillstheair
on weekends is just totally and unbearably won-
derful. Maybewe'll figureit out before the sum-
mer’s end. All these people at the lake are from
Kyiv, and | may even know some of them, but it
doesn’'t feel so when we walk in the forest on
weekends: it feels asif we're hundreds of miles
away from Kyiv.

From Thailand. BEPET
A Couple of Days
|n M er Aan notes from the present

Someone aways stops aong theroad to offer me Ken Klein
aride. In some ways it'slikelivingin smal town

America, circa1950. Thereisahelpful, friendly
amosphere. Sometimes it is someone from my

village where near twenty percat of the populaion

is family, dredt or edtended. | mey nat know them

but they al know me, Dang's husband.

Our village sitsfive kilometers off highway 1, the

man noth-south highway thet cuts through Centrdl

Thailand connecting Bangkok with Chiang Mai.
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After | make my way out to the highway, it is35
kilometers down theroad to Tak, our nearest city
and the provincia capital, and like| said, someone
always stops and offers me aride.

It could be our local busthat ferries peopleto the
market and back or someonewho has seen meout
wdking. The tour busss thet ply south from Chiang
Ma will sometimes stop for me too; a chance to
pick up an extra 30 baht on their way. It might be
acar driven by atotal stranger wanting to practice
their English and sometimes it will be a passing

acquaintance. Today, itisHans, thewatermelon
shaped German with the broad smilewho livesup
near Bhumibol Dam.

Motorcycles and highways are not acombination
of circumstancesthat | seek out but herewasan
opportunity in front of me. Hans, in our brief en-

countersin Tak, always seemed apleasant fellow,
more Scthuitz then Cdand Klirk. | liked hm even
though we bardy hed a word of languege in cam
mon And the idea of riding into town with him

seemed anice chanceto further arelationship that
had so far been nothing more than passing smiles
thet sad, “Youlivehae | live heretoo. Wow.”

Errors of judgment are part of our daily routine.

They rarely matter; just an occasiona forgetting

thet somaimes our adions have conssquences The
makeshift trailer on the back of Han'smotorcycle

gopearad to add sze ad d&hlity to the contrgption,
like aside car or a stabilizer package that would

prevent tipping. And besides, Germans, machines,
dtability—what could be wrong?—and he was
the firg to dop. Thet hed dways bean the determin-
ing fador in the pes. The idea of a midake in
judlgmat ddn't ete the bidf equation until |ater.
It looked like fun.
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| swung my leg over thetrailer hitch as| mounted
the back of the motorcycle but did not fully clear
the connecting rod, scratching my leg inside the
knee; a smal mistake in judgment right there. |

wasn't even on the bike and blood was trickling
down my leg.

Hans smiled and we were off. It snot easy to ur
derdand Hans when he gpesks He has a few words
o Tha ad maybe an equd ting of English thet
he peppers his nativelanguage with; al spokenin
an accent so heavy that it is difficult to discern

whichwords might not be German. The unsorted
mixture spoken from thefront of the motorcycleis
far beyond comprehension. Thewords blow past
anjoying the libaaion of thar momat in the wind
| made out what sounded to bethat the motorcycle
was old but a great running machine.

Thetrailer behind me held acage with three Rott-
wadle puppies thet he was gaing to &l in the mar-
ket. With little momentum, we [abored up the firg
hill and | noted what looked to be the entrance to
aBuddhist Templetucked off the highway. | had
never seen it before. | decided to spend my time
naidng things, something that motorcycle riders
everywhere praise about the experience. It might
have been poor judgment to embark in the first

place but once you are aboard, you might aswell

get the most from the experience.

Aswe passed the crest of thefirst hill and began

heeding dowrwad, | fdt a wind. The trale behind
me shifted dightly left, then right, then left, then

rigt, the acs gowing inceedngy lage. “Aocdhh,
whoo-ag” exhded Hans as he dowed and deedied
our suddenly unstable means of transport. A large

trudk whizzed pest. The word ‘jackknifeé  gopeared
in my thoughts Nether one of us hed hdmeas The
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concept of waiting for the bus now seemed afar
more raiond daice The redization thet the traller
was adestabilizing appendage brought apprehen
don. | coud ewvison my heed aadking like an exg
on the pavement al due to amomentary mistake
in judgment.

As coincidencewould haveit, my wifewould call
me later that afternoon. | wasin Tak, but sheand
her sisters had found a Buddhist Hermitage in the
jungle, on amountain. It was the same entryway
that | had noticed in passing. She said it wasvery
peaceful. | told her | wanted to seeit too and the
fdloning aftenoon shewould guide methere
Boarding our own smal 100cc Hondamotorcycle,
we crossed the highway and proceeded not more
than akilometer south. We turned down thesame
grel road thet | hed noted a day ealier with Hans
Wefollowed achoppy, somewhat paved road and
made aleft turn at asandy dirt road. We continued
on briefly before meking anather et tum amongst
randomly scattered bouldas We parked the bike at
a shad and continued on foat through a pesssagevay
of lage scatered, near draula-shaped rocks that
looked like giant Dinosaur eggs. The entire area
took on alook of the American Southwest com-
bined with a Thai jungle/woodland. It had a se-
cluded, impenetrable aura reminiscent of what |
imegned from movie imeges thet Hde-inthe-Well
might have looked like during the days of Butch
and Sundance.

A pavilion wes lodged amongd the randomly sca-
teaed boudas in a smdl deaing. It hed four pods
and aconsiderable cement areacovered with atin
roof about thirty feet high. Acrossthefront wasa
plafom that ren the entire twenty-foat width of the
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omenvha mekeshift temple On the fird levd were
cushions reserved for the monks. On the second
level were carved animals and incense, gifts and
donations. On thethird platform were threelarga-
than-life-sized golden Buddha statues. Thelargest
was in the center and its top neared the pesk of the
thirty foot roof.

There were brightly colored benners and flags hung
about. The déoor wes bright but tageful, well bal-
anced It was obvious that thought and planning
had goneinto the positioning of everything. Inthe
lengthy pavilion, off to the sde a monk wes redined
in repoe My wife presented him with gifts of food
and drink when he noted our presence.

The mork wes from our village and wdoomed our
compary. He encouraged us to st and tdk with him
and enjoy the peaceful surroundings. | asked per-
mission to wander the grounds, fascinated by the
pathways that led through the bouldersthat were
not evident asHansand | had passed on the high-
way the previous day.

Hanswas a capable driver. He had stayed on the
shoulder of the road as much as possible. He did
agood job of avoiding the bumpsin the pavement
that would swing thetrailer |eft thenright, left then
right, as| watched and he dowed the motorcycle
sothat the arcsgrew smaller asopposed to larger.
A tour bus would pass and once morethe trailer
would swivel from the enormous gust of wind.

“Acdhhh whooo-a” Hans would exdam but then
always seemed to steady our ride.

Thedistant mountainswerelovely. Beyond them

liesthe border to Burma. Thefieldsthat led to the
mountains wae green ad lush. A gant Buddha st
on a platform. Stairs led up to the Buddha. The
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railing was a giant Dragon wrapped around the
Buddha All wes gdd ad dimmeing in the b
liant an thet was buming my legs The peode who
passed on the bus most likely would only catch a
glimpse of the Buddha. They would not smell the
fresh air; they would not hear Hans call out in

anxiety, “Acchhhh, whooo-a,” as| could feel the
acs gow lage and evison mydf in dow mo
tion being catapulted through the air, a projectile
inan arc.

The roed wes far more hilly then it ever gopeared in
passing before. Buses, even cars, conquered these
waveswith such easethat therolling nature of the
landscape hed previody ssemed bardy naticssble
| wondered how much of our lives had we built
vehicles for to make the hills barely noticesble.

From washing machines to nine-to-five jobs, we
have programmed ourselvesfor regularity, avain
attempt to even out the bumpy road that life cer-
tany hdds And why nat? Thee is nothing wrang
with boarding a huge busiif the aternative might
be enduring the trepidation of a cracked skull.

Some experiences just aren’t worth it.

I noted the 20 kilometer to Tak sign. Wewere not
quite halfway there. My leg burned from the cut
and my rump had been bounced around enough
that | was getting saddle sore. The sevenam. bus
from Chiang Mai passes through Mer Awng at
about ten o’clock. They have stopped for me a
couple of times. The driver knows me aswell as
the bus hostess. Surely they would have seen me
and stopped if | remained at the small sala onthe
sde of theroad. They were more than likely one
of the busesthat whizzed past us on the highway.

“Accchhhh, whoo-a,” Hans exhaed. “Heh heh

heh,” | heard him laugh.
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After wandering the grounds of ‘Hole-in-the-
Wal temple’, as | would come to cdl it, | too
sat and spoke with the orange-robed monk. The
stubble of gray hair gave him alook of wisdom
though his age appeared to be in hisforties. His
arms had a Popeye bulge & the musde His caves
weae powvafu. Stting on his legs he coud bed
beckwards at the waist until his head touched the
ground behind him.

“Thisis not my body,” he told mein heavily ac-
cented English. “This body just cometo me,” he
continued. “I have this body because father and
mother are fucking.” He didn’t smile. He was
explaining essence to me. “I aminsde me, | am
my breath.”

We admired the beauty of the surroundings to-
gether and then he brought us to the altar. He
reached over and found a small baby-food-sized
jar with ascrew on lid. There were small white
fragments inside that looked like tiny pearl-like
dones He tad us tha they were bone fragments of
Buddha; that they are asold asthe Thal calendar,
over 2500 years. They looked more like a faux
peal plagic. He tdd us that someimes & night the
goundsgow asif they hedswalowed adar.

There are only ahandful of known Buddhardics.
These fregments ae in musaums The Buddha was
aemated and only a couple of tegh exid, one dam
from Sri Lankaholdsthat thereisatoothinamu
seum in Kandy. Beijing claims a bonefragment.
Shwe Dagon Templein Rangoon re-discovereda
hair folliclein 1956. A soapstone casket remains
in the Indian State of Bihar. Could there also be
bone fragments in a baby food jar in the woods
near my village in Centrd Thailand?

My woods in Americawould sometimes glow as
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if it were daytime in the middle of the night when
the moon wasreflecting light. However, | wanted
to witness this If it were true then maybe it would
provide me with a certain tangible proof to the
questions in life that disturb me. | know thereis
more than meetsthe eye but maybe thiswould be
aburning bush of sorts. | want visible proof before
| smash my head like an egg due to some mistake
of judgment like getting on the back of Hans

motorcycle.

Aswe approached town there seemed to bemore
buses and trucks that whined and whizzed past.
“Acdhhh, whoo-a heh, heh, heh” Hans woud cdl
out now, laughing more frequently and euphori-
cdly at the near successful completion of our
journey. Wasit just transportation for him or was
there some specia life-affirming joy inrisking his
neck on the highway?Weturned onto aside road
that would take usinto the market. Aspedestrian
andin-town traffic increased, he seemed to speed
up where| thought he might dow down. Wewere
whipping our way through town like maniacs let
loosefrom an asylum. Heredlly wascrazy. “ Heh,
heh, heh,” he laughed.

And as | sat meditating at the Hole-in-the-Wall
Hermitage, amantrathat had probably never been
used before entered my head and helped me to
corra my roving mind and bring my concentra-
tion back to my bresthing.

“Acchhh, whoo-aaheh heh heh” | repested over
and again. And it seemed this odd interna chant
was working. Whet is the use of a mantra ather then
to foous on the nothingness? Do the words meter a
dl if the resut is thet it gves our overadtive brans a
chance to rest?
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“Acchhhwho aaheh heh heh,” | chanted to mysdif.
“Acchhh who aa heh heh heh.”

There was a nice rhiythm to it. | was becoming very
relaxed.

Bresath in-out-in-out.

Acchhh who aa heh heh heh.

The monk walked past. | thought he enjoyed the
fact that | came and meditated. No. Forget theego.
Concentrate on my bregath. Not that the monk was
inthevicinity; not that he talked about his parents
fucking.

In. Out. In. Out.

Acchhh who aa heh heh heh.

Achhh who aa heh heh heh.

Oh no. My parents were fucking too?

Heh heh heh.

Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, June 22

[...] Part of aruin is visible from our kitchen
window—abut there' s another, inhabited, building
that separates us from it; otherwise, if we were
closer toit, | wouldn’'t have agreed to spend my
summer here. There re many buildings like this
everywherein thispart of theworld, and each one
has many human stories attached to it, and I’ ve
redlized it only now, after our landlady had told
me hers. She was supposed to get a small apart-
ment in that building. She has worked for the
sanatorium for more than 20 years now, and the
building was being built for the sanatorium em-
ployees. Severd directors have changed sncethe
Soviet Union collgpsed, she said, but none is
really interested to find the money to finish the
construction. She's lucky her sanatorium is il
functioning. Most seem to have been deserted.
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June6. FromtheUnited
Nations State of the
World's Cities 2006-07
report: in 2007 theworld
popdationlivingininner
dtieswill cunumber thet

of rural areas. In Africa,
where the pace of
urbanization istwice as
fast asthat known in the
Weternworldduringthe
industrial revolution, the
countryside is not
Oesarted becauefarning
mechineseqpd menponer
or to look for better jobs,
but to escape from
famine, natural disasters
andwars 61 per cent of
Africansand a billion



It kind of makes me dizzy to think of it: one day, people acrossAfrica,
you're the lucky one, with the new apartment Latin Americaand Asia
looming nat on the horizon but dmogt nedt door— now livein bidonvilles.
vay lucky, uilike many athas Then you weke up
inadifferent country, and for the next decade you
kepp weking wp with the unfinshed buldng doMy
turning into a ruin right outside your window.
And your gpartment isin that building, never to be
yours

There retwo rooms here, it' savery damp place,
but in generd it's okay, considering its gorgeous
location. There used to befour of them living here,
but their daughter has moved out. Now it’'s the
landlady, her husband and their 12-year-old son.
And some 20 years ago, when the landady hed judt
begun working here, the apartment belonged to an
dd women, and the landady and her deughter (and,
posshly, her hudsend) lived in the room Mata ad
| arein now, thesmaller one (the other roomisthe
TV room). Thelandlady was very niceto theold
woman, and the old woman was very kind to her.
She used to take the landlady’s four-year-old
deughter for walks despite baing dmod bind “Put
onthat red dress, then I’ ll be ableto seeyou,” she
used to tell the landlady’ s daughter. When the old
woman died, she left the apartment to the land-
lady, not to her own son and hiswife. They have
adacha, by theway. They area their dachanow,
for thewholetimewe are renting their apartment
and using it as our dacha.

There' ssome unfinished construction at the sana-
torium, too: right next to the indoor swimming
pool, a nearly-finished brick building that will
never be finished. It was supposed to be agym,
| guess—a school-type gym with huge windows.
Theruinisvery ugly, and it depresses me alot—
mainly because it reminds me of Bedan, of the
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school gym there and what they turned it into, and
when | think of Bedan now, in my head there're
the TV and photo pictures of the gym there, the
ones that were broadcast and published. [...]

Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, July 6

Putin's internet conference will begin in less
than haf an hour. Thereare 116,228 questionsto
him now, and the most voted for will probably be
passed on to him. 1, along with four other people,
voted for this question, from a40-year-ddwomen
named Rada: “Dear V.V. In the spring of 2004 we
decided to return to our Motherland, to Bedan,

after living ‘abroad’ for six years. We sent our
daughter to schoal, found ajob. Severa months
later, Bed an happened. Our daughter wasinadif-
ferent school, thank God. We l€eft again. If you

were us, would you have stayed?’

Karkur, Israel, July 10

[...] What the hell ishappening here? When [ |eft
Israel for our visit to the US, | left acountry that
was relatively calm—grumbling about our next
door neighbors, but not redly doing anything to
harm the status quo. Just one month later, and |
find I’'m living in a country gripped with drama
and afresh round of tragedies, whether it be the
violent destruction of afamily on abeachin Gaza
under questionable circumstances, the loss of a
young Isradli settler at the hands of terrorists, or
the continuing saga of a kidnapped soldier. Life
has suddenly become very intense, and it feelsas
though we are standing on the edge of an abyss
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June 25. Eight
Palestinian militantsin
Gaz, indudngmarbers
of Hamas, emerged from
a secret tunnel dug 300
yardsinto Isradl, killed
two soldiers, wounded
three and kidnapped
another. They demanded
the rdlease of Palettinian
women and minorsfrom
Isradli jailsin exchange
for thesoldier. Thereare
nearly 9000 Paledinans

in Isradli jails, among



with at least onefoot on abananaped. | followed
the story of the Gaza beach incident along with
its predictable round of accusations and denias
with distant interest. I'm not sure that we' |l ever
know who the perpetratorswere, and to be honest,
I’m not surewhose version to believe. Unsurpris-
ingly, this episode was widdly discussed in the
English-language | sraeli blogosphere, and dso un-
surprisingly, | found mysdlf utterly disgusted by
thewords and actions of anumber of bloggersand
commenters. | was shocked by the blinding hatred
that does not even alow some people to show
sympathy and sadnessfor alittle girl who lost her
family, and indeed, harshly and often rudely chas-
tises those who do. What the hell is wrong with
you people? For heaven’ s sake, you' re not being
asked to race across the border andjumpintoabig
love orgy with the neighbors! By either refusing
to even acknowledge this little girl’s loss or by
making pathetic attempts to justify or minimize
her loss in the face of losses on the Isradli side,
you are smply showing an incredible lack of hu-
manity, and frankly, it's not a terribly attractive
character trait. As for attacking those bloggers
who chose not to accept the officia Isradli verson
of events, well, you al just need to relax. Step
back and take a deep breath. The beauty of our
little democracy isthat you don't always have to
support the government or believe what they say,
and to be honest, it wouldn't exactly rock my
world to find out that a serious Isragli cover-up
was put into play here in order to avoid taking
responsibility for thistragedy. [...]

Gaza My thoughts are kind of hezy on the et
On the one hand, the Palestinians have agovern-
ment that sanctions—no, embraces—terror inall
of itsforms, whether it be kidnapping, murder, or
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them 95 wormen and 313
people under age 18.
Responding to the
abduction, Isradli forces
arrested one-third of the
Hamas-led Palegtinian
Cabinet and twenty
lawmakers, and | sraeli
fighter jets knocked out
electricity and water
supplies for most of the
1.3 million residents of
the Gaza Strip.

June 26. Thanksto a
donationmedebyWarren
Edward Buffett—the
soondriches meninthe
wor|d—of a huge part of
his assets, the Bill &
Melissa Gates
Foundation, which
operatesin 100 countries
al over thewarldfighting
against tuberculosis,
malaria and Aids and
spreading vaccinations,
has reached a 60-hillion
dallar budget. TheUnited
Nations' budget is 20
billion dollars.

July 2. Presidential
electionsin Mexico.
The conservative Felipe
Cadaénhesddested his
leftist opponent Andres
Manuel Lépez Obrador
by a dim margin of
243,000 votes out of 41
million cast.



thefiring of rocketsinto Isragl. Onthe other hand,
the humanitarian crisis continuesto grow, andin-
nocent Palestinian civilians are being injured and
killed, pawnsin amaost dangerous game. Clearly,
something must be done, but what? At what point
do actions crossthe linefrom legitimate to exces-
sve? I'm not sure wherethelineis, but | do be-
lieveit’'s been crossed. | don’t presume to know
how to handle the current Situation (and it appears
to be that I’'m in the mgority on that one), but
bombing and scaring the hell out of acivilian
population that aready has enough problems of
its own even without our involvement doesn't
seem like the right way to go.

Casablanca, July 11

Last Friday | decided to goto the hairdresser’s. |
usually go to anasraniya whichistwice asexpert
Sve as other ones, but this time, having quelled
my snobbery, | decide to go to what could be
caled a neighbourhood hairdresser’s, in other
words, a cheaper one. Assoon as| stepinside, a
blast of hot air mixed to asmell of sweet and ciga-
rettesassailsme. [...] | St onachair near the door
to be able to breathe, and watch the scene: some
girls are having their hair straightened, some
others are having it dyed... blonde. In short, I'm
in the temple of the blond-brunettes. [...] After
having ransacked some torn glossy magazines
fromthe 90s, | redlize that the hairdressersare dll
men. Just look at that!... The girl who'sjust fin-
ished isputting her veil back on... Well, rdigion’'s
had to withdraw on the vell matter at the hair-
dresser’s... Theheat’ smore and more suffocating.
At one point two young blondes (origindly bru-
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July 5. The death toll
fromthe latest attempt by
upto 70 Africanmigrants

to sorminto the Spanish
enclave of Mdillain
North Africa hasrisento
three. The migrants
rushed a 20-foot fencein
the first mass attempt to
enter Spain’s African
enclaves since October,
when six men were shot
dead by Moroccan
troops.

Jihane Bouziane

July 10. Shamil Basayev,
the Chechen rebel who
organized the deadliest
terrorist attacks against
Russia, waskilled in an
explosion. He claimed
respongbility for attacks
that killed hundreds,
many of them civilian
hostages. They included
thesszuredfahogatal in
Budyonmnovsk, insouthern
Rusd3,in 1995, athester

in Moscow in 2002 and,
most notorioudly, a
school in Bedan in 2004,
where 331 people died,
more than half of them
schoolchildren.



nettes) turn up, their black eyebrows badly-dravn
with apencil, onein adjellaba with gildingonthe
seams, the other in a bon-bon pink tracksuit and
golden-heeled sandals. They kiss everyone, and

one of themtakes out apacket of Marlboro Hamra
and says she' s been invited by the Saoudi of Dar
Bouazza[on the Atlantic coast, near Casablanca]

and her hair must be as straight as ever. She's
happy because since she got married she hasn't
had to worry either about the rent or about her
parents, whom she has to send money to. Sincell

got back from Egypt, | haveredlized that thiskind
of girls'women are everywhere now. In aseizure
o doug, | dedde to difle my cdadaing sde ad
walk briskly to thenasraniya that costs a bomb.
As | push the door, the cool air-conditioning re-
lieves me. The owner comes towards me and

showsmeto achair wherel canwait for my turn.

“Just aquarter of an hour and Timawill havefin-
ished. Inthe meanwhile, here are Some magazines.
Youlook tired... anicecup of coffee?” Timeflies
as| read the latest gossip. Next to me an elderly
woman wearing abeautiful djellaba amilesatme
and says. “Y ou remind me of my granddaughter;
e's ge to Fance to purse ha dudes’. | amile
back. Behind me a man’s having his hair cut by
the nasraniya and, a thesametime, abeauticianis
doing his hands A man a a ladies hardres’s...
When will we get an underground in Casablanca?

Karkur, Israel, July 13

“Due to the security Situation, dl trains heading
north will terminatein Acco. No trainswill travel
to Nahariya under orders from the Isragl Police.
The Nahariyatrain station has been closed. We
apologizefor any inconveniencethismay cause.”
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July 11. Seven bombs hit
Bombay' s commuiter rail
network during rush
hour, killing 183 people
and wounding more
than 700.

Liza Rosenberg

July 12. Beirut, Lebanon.
Hezbollah militants
captured two Israeli
sdeasinacosshorde
raid, and dozens of
Israeli troops crossed



Granted, thisannouncement doesn’'t affect me, as
| antraveling southto Tel Aviv. That is, it doesn’t
directly affect me. Inagreater sense, it affectsall
of ushereinlsrad, asign of thetimes, soto spesk.
Thesituation isspiraling out of control at afright-
ening pace, and | fed likel just don’t know what
to do with mysdlf right now. Y esterday it wasa
series of attacks on the Northern border that left
seven lsradi soldiers dead and two kidnapped into
Lebanon. This moming a kayusa rocke dammed
into Nahariya, killing onewoman in her homeand
injuring tens of other people. Katyushas aso hit
near Mt. Meron. Israel hasretdiated by hitting the
internationa airport in Beirut and Hezbollah's
televison station. Who knows what will happen
next. Life is suddenly worse then it wes a few days
ago, and my pacifist persona has been abruptly
shunted aside as | decide that nothing would de-
lignt me more then to see that arogant amirk wiped
off theface of Hezbollah |eader Hassan Nasrdlah,
preferably by an | DF explosives expert. | think of
the bloggers across the Arab blogosphere who
have afforded me the privilege of making their
acquaintance, exchanging comments and emails
aswework together to break down barriers, barri-
ersput in place by thosewhose greatest fear isthe
discovery that we are all merely people and not
the monstersthey make us out to be. We may not
always agree, but there is both a mutual respect
and curiosity that we have chosen to embrace. De-
pitethe actions of governments and organizations
in our countries, we are trying hard to make our
neighborhood a better place. Now, asl sit hereon
thistrain heading south, | can’t help but wonder,is
ital for naught?Itisso easy to forget thebig pic-
ture as we focus on the relationships, the bridges
being built. We sharethe sameinterests, the same

p. 79

the frontier with
warplanes, tanks and
gunboatsto hunt for the
captives. Three Isragli
soldiers also were
killed in theraid.



tastesin food (who would have thought that sushi
isso popular throughout the Middle East?), smilar
musical tastes. Thanks to these bloggers, | have
learned about lifein Jordan, in Lebanon, in Egypt,
and so on. Never before havel beeninaposition
to seeatrip to Damascus as something normal, or
to discover the excitement and beauty of Beirut.
Fantasy trips between Tel Aviv and Beirut have
been planned, and we eagerly drink in each others

words as we enjoy getting to know one another.
It'samost likeadrug, and it’ s 0 easy to become
addicted, as we get sucked into a virtua world

where disagreements till exist, yet borders are
thereto be traversed and not fortified. Then sud-
denly, reality comes crashing down asthosewith
the real power make their presence felt through
violence and destruction, and you wonder if your
dreams of normalcy areonly childish visonsthat
will never cometo pass. Arewe being foolish?ls
our bridge-building mere folly, away to passthe
timewhile allowing oursalvesto think that we can
somehow make adifference?| have no doubt that
for the most part, we are al quite sincere in our
quest, but whilethe perfect sunny skiesof summer
inthe Middle East aretainted with falling rockets,
and fresh graves are dug in the cracked, brown

earth, | cannot help but feel that we are dl very
smdl and inggnificant as the Nasrallahs of the
world show uswho isredly controlling the game
of life.

Durham, North Carolina, July 14

Thingsarebadin Gaza Very bad. Not to mention,
of coursg, in Lebanon, where my husbend Yasings
family lives, in the Wavel refugee camp in Baa-
beck, a Hezbdlah sronghdd. They, of courss dong
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with al of Lebanon, are blockaded by air and sea,
s0 Yassine has sort of become a double refugee
now: he can go back neither to Palestine, nor to
Lebanon. It brings lack vary bed mamaries far him,
having grown up during the civil war there, and
narrowly escaping mass daughter at the hands
of Syrian-backed, Isradi-advised Phaangigtsin
the Tel Zaatar camp, where hisfamily originaly
lived, and where his unde want nissng. Of coursg,
what’ s happening in Lebanon provides some un-
certainrelief for Gazaresidents, where 82 Pales
tinians have been killed in the past 12 days, 22 of
them children. | was finadly able to reach my

aunt[...]. Shewasdazed and anxious, but had her
wits about her. They had not gotten eectricity in
24 hours when | spoke to her; people have been
standing in long lines to purchase candles, and of
course, Rafah Crossing isdlill closed; eight people
have died waiting to get home. Egypt, following
Israeli orders, is refusing to open the gates. The
nights are turning into days, and daysinto nights,
asthe sonic booming shocks them awake, shatter-
ing windows and terrorizing the population. The
dress is te&king its tall, but to quote my aunt, though
they are not living with ease, they are living with
resolve. Medicines are a so running dangerously
low. And to add to the misery, Isragli tanks have
blockaded northern Gaza, where my aunt lives,

and where our house is from southen Gaza, where
my 84-year-old grandmother lives on her own. |

think of them every day. | till cringewhen | see
news helicopters; or fireworks; or thunder; today
we had a thunderstorm, and the thunder was so
loud it scared Y ousuf, who thought it was gun-
fireand shelling, as| tried to assure him he was
safe. But | wondered, inside of myself, does safe
have an address?
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cre took place on August
12, 1976. The camp was
inhebited by some 20000
Pdedinen refugess  from
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gss wae the man Chris-
tian militiain Lebanon.



Karkur, Israel, July 17

[...] Thanksto yesterday morning’ sdirect hit on
the train garage in Haifa, the train schedule is
completely out of wheck. Last night | waited more
than a half-hour for atrain that would take me
home. It seems that there are no longer express
trains—only trainsthat stop at every station, and
they don’t seem to be running on time either. The
lines have changed, the schedulesare non-exiden.
Therds no pubic trangportdion in the narth, which
probably doesn’t make too much of a difference
for the people living there, given that they are dll

shut up in their shelters. My sister-in-law livesin
Haifawith her family, and they spent yesterday in
the shelter at her workplace, with the kidsseeping
intheir gpartment’ s safe room every night. | heard
on the news this morning that Katyushas hit the
area around Afula last night. They are inching

closer to our home, though till far enough away
that we haven't begun thinking about deeping in
our saferoom, which iscurrently our home office.
I’d be lying if | didn't admit that | was scared,

scared that they will start firing missiles at our

town as well. | find myself wondering whether
or not the woman who runs my son’ sdaycare has
aplan of action, and | wonder where my husband
will take cover near his workplace. Should we
think about spending timewith friends and family

<atered aound the south? | have fleding thoughts
about taking my son to the US for a while if

things continueto get worse. I’ d rather be consid-
ered acoward and atraitor than put my son’slife
at stake in order to prove a point, to show that |

can stand defiantly intheface of danger. If before
this mess began we were a country of news junkies
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July 16. Lebanese
gugillasfredardeies
barrage of rockets into
the northern Israeli city
of Haifa, killing eight
people at atrain station.
Soon after the Haifa
attack, Isradli air strikes
reduced entire apartment
buildings to rubble and
knocked out eectricity in
swaths of the Lebanese

capital.



it has now turned into an epidemic. Everyone on
thetrain (which is now totally packed—standing
room only) is either reading the news or talking

about it. It permeates every aspect of our livesand
thereisno escape. | have anewspaper in my bag
that | picked up in the station, a free newspaper
put out for train commuters with morning and

evening editions. Nearly every story dealswith a
different aspect of ‘the situation’, and those that
don't areequally depressing. | scanned it quickly,
turning pages impatiently while looking for the
Sudoku puzzle, the only bit of content that would
bring me any joy. [...]

Casablanca, July 21

I"m thinking of my Lebanesefriends, of what they
tell me about their country. | can’timaginewhat’s
happening to them. | know there’ snothing | can
do; nather |, nor you can do aything, nor can any-
aedse, after dl. I’'m not able to analyze what's
happening. | only know that what' s happening is
unfair, that what' s happening isn't normal. People
are dying without knowing why, without anyone
redly knowing why, not even those killing them.
Our history books at school told us about crucial
dedsons mede dter the Seoond World War, about
the stting-up of the UN. | knew higary books tad
uslies, but not to such an extent. Some havetaken
to the streets to demonstrate against cartoons No-
body’ sisdoing anything for the L ebanese. Those
very people aren’t doing anything to manifest ther
rage. Why? Maybe because the L ebanese aren’t
Mudim?][...]
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July 19. Nonstop battles
between Israel and
Hezbollah have wreaked
amassive humanitarian
arigsin Lebanon, driving
as many as 500,000
people fromtheir homes.



Durham, North Carolina, July 28

| feel impotent, a faraway observer, distant and
a little too comfortable; and | don't like it. It's
S0 easy to get lost here in your own little world,
whatever that world is; it's no wonder the aver-
age American knows and cares so little about the
outside world, between the longest work hours
on the planet and corporate-controlled mediain
the hours you do have to yoursdf; | don’t blame
them in someways. [...]

News from back home: Y assine's parents were
able to flee to Syria, where he hastwo auntsin
refugee camps. His brother’s stayed behind in
Baalbeck to guard their home, lest the refugee
camps, too, become* accidenta targets . Hissister
and her family are gtill in Tyre in the south, and
communication is on and off with them. From
Gaza things are grim. We speak regularly with
my father’s cousin, who tells us that because of
the closures, vegetables are being dumped on the
locd markets, with tomatoes selling for 3 shekels
abox (lessthan adallar). The problemis, thereis
no refrigeration, no electricity, and we are tak-
ing about high summer; so people can only buy
what they can cook, and edt, that day. [...]

Baghdad, July 30

Although the sun is blinding this time of year in
our part of the world, the Middle East is seeing
some of itsdarkest days... | woke up thismorning
to scenes of carnage and destruction on the tele-
vision and for the briefest of moments, | thought
it was footage of Irag. It took me afew seconds
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July 27. Las Vegas
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July 30. Lebanon. Igadi
air strike on Qanakills
57 civilians, 34 of them
children.



to redlize it was actualy Qanain Lebanon. The
latest villageto seelsradli air strikes. Theimages
were beyond gruesome—~body partsand corpses
being hauled out from under tons of debris. Wail-
ing relatives and friends, searching for loved ones.
So far, according to humanitarian organizations,
34 were children. They killed them while they
were deeping inside their bomb shelters—much
like the Amiriya Shelter massacre in 1991. We
saw the corpses of the children ontelevision, life
less and twisted grotesquely, what remained of
thar faoes frozen in expressons of peain and shodk.
| just sat thereand cried in front of thetelevision.
| didn’t know | could still fedl that sort of sorrow
towardswhat hasbecomeadeaily redlity for Iragis.
It'snot Irag, but it might as well be: it's civilians
under lethal attack; it's a country fighting occu-
pation. I'm sofrustrated | can’t think straight. I'm
full of rage against Israel, the US, Britain, Iran
and most of Europe. The world is going to go to
hell for standing by and allowing the massacre of
innocents. For God' ssake, 34 children???TheUN
is keyond useless. They’ve gone from a union
of nations working for the good of the world (if
they ever were even that), to a bunch of grave-
diggers. They're only good for digging mangled
bodies out of the ruins of buildings and helping
to identify and put theminto mass graves. They
won't stop a massacre—they won't even speak
out against it—they’ 1 just come by and help clean
up themess. Arethelivesof Arabsworth solittle?
If this had happened in the US or UK or France
or China, somebody would aready have dropped
a nuclear bomb... How can this be happening?
Where is the Security Council ?7? Why haven't
they stopped Israel? Ehud Olmert recently told
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Condi that he needs 10 to 14 more days of blood-
shed—and nothing is being done about it! Where
arethe useless A rab leaders? Can' t the pro-Ameri-
can, spineless emirs crawl out of their gold pal
aces |ong enough to condemn thistaking of lives?
Our presidents/leaders are only as influentia as
their oil barrels are deep. And the world wonders
how ‘terrorists are created! A 15-year-odLebe-
nese girl lost five of her siblings and her parents
and home in the Qana bombing... Ehud Olmert
might as well kill her now because if he thinks
she' s going to grow up with anything but hate in
her heart towards him and everything he repre-
sents, then he' sddlusiondl. |s thiswhole debacle
the fine line bewean taraism and proteding one's
nation? If it's a militia, an insurgent or military
resistance—then it’ sterrorism (unless of course
themilitia, insurgent(s) and/or resistance arebang
funded exclusively by the CIA). If it sthe lsradli,
American or Britisharmy, thenit' sapre-emptive
strike, or a‘war on terror’. No matter the loss of
hundreds of innocent lives. No matter the children
who died last night—they’ reonly Arabs, after dl,
right? Right?

Karkur, Israel, August 1

What the hell is wrong with the Isragli govern-
ment?[...] | support the premise for thiswar. It
isabsurd that we, as a sovereign nation recognized
by most other nationsin theworld (and even sup-
ported by afew of them), should have to put up
with and accept the continua threats and cross-
border incursions made by aterror organization
based in another sovereian nation that has turneo
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based in another sovereign nation that hasturned bombing of the Jiyyeh
ablind eye for years to its activities and amass- PoWE Sationnowaowers
ing of weapons. It is inconceivable that Isragl’s 0 Milesof coast
citizens should be forced to live with this threat
day in and day out, never knowing when a Ka-
tyusha rocket will suddenly fal from the sky,
never knowing if their soldiers will return from
routine border patrals. [...] All of that being said,
| am heartsick and nauseouswhen | seewhat we
are doing in Lebanon. How can we claim to be
mora with al of the damage that we are inflict-
ing? Do the Isradli officids realize how petulant
and childish they sound with regard to their de-
fense of the Qana debacle (even though it now
seems possible that parts of this event may have
been staged by the Hezbollah and there is proof
that photos appearing in the mainstream media
were manipulated)?“Wedidn't know there were
civiliansin the building.” “We warned them be-
forehand to leave.” Clearly, for whatever reasons,
they didn’'t or couldn’t leave, and our excuses
sound hollow and lame when so many innocent
people aredead. Don't get mewrong. | don't be-
lievethat it isentirely our fault—the Hezbollahis
just as much to blame for purposdly using Leba-
nese citizens as human shigds, and the stories |’ ve
heard about their treatment of theloca population
are absolutely frightening. But till, in our exu-
berant rush to finish the job, we are committing
doppy, inexcusable errors, errors explained avay
with poor reasoning that only servestheinterests
of our unscrupulous, murderous enemies, and
once again turns Isradl into the world pariah, no
matter how righteous and just our long-term gods
may bein this case. Granted, | do not have alter-
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native solutions, but | cannot hel p but question our
methods as we sink deeper and deeper into the
mire, and | fear that once al issaid and done, we
will have set ourselves and our region back by
many, many years.

Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, August 4

My father has just been taken to a hospital with
histhird stroke. | happened to be at Besarabka, at
home, when the ambulance arrived. I'm back in
Pushchainow, with Martaand Mishah. Poor mama

Baghdad, August 5

Residents of Baghdad are systematicaly being
pushed out of the city. Some families are wak-
ing up to find a Kalashnikov bullet and aletter in
an envelope with the words “leave your area or
else” Theculpritsbehind these attacks and threats
are Sadr’ sfollowers—the Mahdi Army. It'sgern+
eral knowledge, although no one dares say it out
loud. In the last month we' ve had two different
families staying with usin our house, after hav-
ing to leave their neighborhoods due to death

threats and attacks. It'snot just Sunnis; Shia, Ar-
abs, Kurds, most of the middle-classaress, arebe-
ing targeted by miliies Other aress ae bang ova-
run by armed |lamists. The Americans have ab-
solutely no control in these areas. Or maybe they
simply don’'t want to control the areas because
when there' s a clash between Sadr’s militiaand
another militia in a resdential neighborhood,
they surround the area and watch things happen.
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August 3. Lebanon’s
death toll in more than
three weeks of Israel-
Hezhollah fighting has
reached more than 900,
Lebanese Prime Minister
Fuad Saniora said.
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Iraq war. In June, five
months after it raised the
enligment agelimit from
35 to just shy of 40, the
Army raised it to just
under 42.



Since the beginning of July, the men in our ares
have been patrolling the streets. Some of them
patrol the rooftops and others sit quietly by the
homemade road blocks we have on the major
roadsleading into thearea Y ou cannot in any way
rely on Americans or the government. Y ou can
only hope your family and friends will remain

dive—not safe, not secure—just dive. That's
good enough.

For me, June marked the first month | don’t dare
leave the house without a hijab, or headscarf. |

don’'t wear a hijab usudly, but it's no longer
possible to drive around Baghdad without one.

It's just not a good idea. (Take note that when |

say ‘drive’ | actually mean ‘Sit in the back seat of

the car’—I haven’t driven for the longest time.)
Going around bare-headed in acar or inthe street
aso puts the family members with you in dan-
ger. You risk hearing something you don’t want
to hear and then thefather or the brother or cousin
or uncle can't just it by and let it happen. | ha-
ven't driven for the longest time. If you're afe-
male, you risk being attacked. | look a my older
dathes—the jeans ad t-dhirts and cdoful skirts—
and it’ slike I’ m studying awardrobe from another
country, another lifetime. There was a time, a
couple of years ago, when you could more or

lesswear what you wanted if you weren’t going
to apublic place. If you were going to afriend’s
or relative' s house, you could wear trousers and

a shirt, or jeans, something you wouldn’'t ord-

narily wear. We don’t do that anymore, because
there’ s aways that risk of getting stopped in the
car and checked by one militiaor another. There
areno lawsthat say we have to wear ahijab(yet),
but there are the men in head-to-toeblack and the
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turbans, the extremists and fanatics who were
liberated by the occupation, and a some point,

you tire of the defiance. Y ou no longer want to
be seen. | fedl like the black or white scarf | fling
haphazardly on my head as | wak out the door
makes meinvisibleto acertain degree—it seeder
to blend in with the masses shrouded in black. If
you're afemale, you don’t want the attention—
you don't want it from Iraqgi police, you don’'t

want it from the black-clad militiaman, you don't
wat it from the Amaican sdldier. You don't want

to be noticed or seen. | have nothing against the
hijab, of course, aslong asit is being worn by

choice. Many of my relatives and friends wear a
headscarf. Most of them began wearing it after
the war. It started out as away to avoid trouble
and undue attention, and now they just keep it on
because it makes no senseto takeit off. What is
happening to the country?

| redized how common it hed became only in mid-
Juy when M., a childhood friend, came to say

goodbye before leaving the country. She walked
into the house, complaining of the heat and the
roads, her brother following closely behind. It

took me to the end of the visit for the peculiarity
of the Stuation to hit me. She was getting ready
to leave before the sun set, and she picked up the
beige headscarf folded neatly by her side. Asshe
told me about one of her neighbors being shot,

she opened up the scarf with aflourish, set it on
her head like apro, and pinned it snugly under her
chinwith the precision of aseasoned hijalb-wearer.
All this without a mirror—Ilike she had doneit a
hundred times over... Which would be fine, ex-
cept that M. is Christian. If M. can wear one qui-
etlly—so can I.
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I’ve said goodbye thislast month to more people
than | can count. Some of the ‘goodbyes were
hurried and furtive—the sort you say at night to
the neighbor who got a death threat and is leav-
ing at the break of dawn, quietly. Some of the
‘goodbyes were emotiona and long-drawn, to
the relatives and friends who can no longer bear
to live in a country coming apart at the seams.
Many of the‘goodbyes were said stoically—al-
most casua ly—with afake amileplastered onthe
face and the words, “See you soon”... Only to
walk out the door and want to collapse with the
burden of parting with yet another loved one. Dur-
ing times like these | remember a speech Bush
made in 2003: one of the big achievements he
claimed was the return of jubilant ‘exiled’ Iragis
to their country after the fal of Saddam. I’d like
to see some numbers about the Iragis currently
outside of the country you are occupying... Not
to mention internaly displaced Iragis abandoning
their homes and cities. | sometimes wonder if
we' |l ever know just how many hundreds of thou-
sandsof Iragis|eft the country thisbleak summer.
| wonder how many of them will actually return.
Wherewill they go? What will they do with them+
selves? Is it time to follow? Is it time to wash
our hands of the country and try to find a stable
life somewhere else?

Pushcha Vodytsya, Ukraine, August 8
[...] My mother takes mealsto my father twice
aday. [...] Since yesterday, father’s appetite is

back, thank God. She made fish soup for him
today, but when she got to the hospitd, hewasn’t
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hungry anymore, because they’ d given him some
mannaya kasha [cream of wheat].[...] Shebuys
all medication herself—everyone does. She over-
sees dl the injections they administer to my fa-
ther—many people do. Today, she missed both of
his antibiotics shots, though, and is very nerv-
ous: if you don’'t stand over the nurse, she may
steal the medicine and resell it to someone else
later. Inject water instead. This particular drugis
consdered expensive, my mother told me; 8 hryv-
nias ($1.6) per capsule. So she does have reasons
to be rervous. Sheis not paranoid, no: even the
nurses understand her—they would' ve done the
same, afew have already told her. Nurses get 5
hryvnias ($1) after each shot from my mother.
When she had to ask the night-shift nursestokeep
checking on my father, she entered their room and
gave each one 10 hryvnias—placed the billsinto
their podkets She did the same with the ambulance
doctor and his assistant on Friday—20 hryvnias
to each one, into the pockets of their white gowns,
asthey were helping my father into the eevator.
This was gratitude, though, not a request.

Durham, North Carolina, August 13

We went berry-picking the other day, scaveng-
ing to find what little tart blueberries remained
on the thinning bushes during the season’s de-
parture. Nearby, we noticed acrop of muscadine
grapes, the first time | had ever tried this par-
ticular variety. Homesickness getting the best of
us, my mother—who came to visit when | did
and isnow stuck, aong with my father, herewith
us—decided to ask if we can pick the leaves to
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makewar aq inab [stuffed grape leaves]. So we
did, nostagicdly, remembering our little farm
in central Gaza's Zawayda village, now bursting
with unpicked, past their prime, plump sea-side
grapes. And later at home, we boiled them, and
boiled some more. Only to redlize this particular
variety was too fibrous for our mahshi. Durham
isno Gaza, | suppose. And muscadine grapes are
not Sheikh Ijleen’s. Saddened, we stopped wrap-
ping, and cdled home. Our cousin gives us the
latest: the eectricity comes on, still a couple of

hoursaday; but when it does, the municipa water
does not; when the water does flow, about once
every 34 days, there is usudly no eectricity to
pump it to top floor apartmentsin Gaza s plethora
of high-risetowers. So most residents have opted
to rent lower-level housing or move. And people
can no longer usetheir water filters, so thosewho
can afford it are opting for bottled water, or drink-
ing water sold by the gallon for a shekel, where
the overwhelming mgjority of people survive-in
themost ‘ordinary’ of times, on under 9 shekelsa
day. [...] And we learn that in July, the Isradli

military killed 163 Paestinians in the Gaza Strip
and ‘summer rain’ continues. But the headlines
heretd| usthet the daysare“tragic” for Isragl.|...]

Durham, North Carolina, August 13

Last year, whilevigting Y assine sfamily in Baal-
beck, | met Um Fuad. Um Fuad was married the
year of the Nakba[or ‘ catastrophe’ of the fame:
tion of Igad on May 15, 1948]. Then a young girl,
in the chaos and attacks on her village, Yaur in
Akka, shewas separated from her husband. She
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fled to Jordan, her husband to Lebanon. And for
two yearsthey lived apart. “ People would see me
hanging laundry in the refugee camp there and
come ask for my hand, they didn’t redize | was
aready married, and those who did thought | had
gven wp hope” detdd me Eventudly, two years
later, he camefor her, making hisway acrossthe
border from Lebanon into Palestine, ‘infiltrating’,
since he was not alowed back to hisvillageasa
refugee, and from there to Jordan, where he asked
around until he found her. She had taken him for
dead or for at least having abandoned her. To-
gether, they snuck back to Lebanon, where their
families were. Thirty-four years later, she was
widowed. Abu Fuad and two of their sons were
killed by an Isradli air strike against Baalbeck in
1984. And now, 58 years later, this second inva-
sion had taken her. She sought refuge in Syria
after Baalbeck was targeted a couple of weeks
ago, living with hundreds of other Paestinian

refugeesin apublic school. Um Fuad died today,
away from all her remaining sonsin Lebanon, a
twice-over refugee, unableto return to or be bur-
ied in her homein Ygur. Another story, another
gatitic, another ‘inconvenient’ refugee. Um Fuad,
dead at 72. May sherest in the peace she never
found in her life.
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Number 12, “ pausing for reflection”, October 2005 - 15-30 M ay: diary pages from
Italy (Germana Pisa, Marco Giovenale, Maria Granati, Lucianna Argentino), and
Croatia (Drazan Gunjaca) - Bloodied Dog, by Jachym Topol - Poetry and the
Present: Foreword, by Massimo Parizzi; The Present of Capital and Poetry in
Exodus, by Ennio Abate; Present in and of Itself, by Giorgio Mascitelli; Poetry
and the Present, by Lelio Scanavini - 9-27 June: from Italy (L. Argentino, M.
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(AndrealInglese) - | was Eighteen YearsOld. | got my Call-up Noticeand at the
Beginning of September 1943..., by Dionigi Serra, alias Nisio - 11-14 November:
from Italy (M. De Marchi and Paola Turroni), and France (A. Inglese) - The Davy
Crockett Cap, by M. Massenz - 14 November-30 December: from the United
States (M. Ellis), Italy (Lucianna Argentino and G. Pisa), and Iraq (R.)

Number 14, “happy birthday, Yousuf”, June 2005 - 2 January-14 February:
diary pages from Gaza (Laila El-Haddad), and Irag (R.) - The Praise of I diocy, by
Bruno De Maria - 23-27 February: from Irag (R.) - One Night (or a Thousand),
by Roberto Giannoni - 27 February-22 April: from Gaza (Laila El-Haddad), | srael
(Marc Ellis), and Irag (R.) - From an Old Man, by Giorgio De Maria- 22 April:
from Gaza (Laila El-Haddad)
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